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This thesis investigates how culturally responsive practice is currently being 
implemented within mainstream education in Dunedin. It looks at both the primary and 
early childhood education sectors. For the purpose of this thesis, mainstream education 
includes both English medium and bi-lingual education in New Zealand. All of the 
participants involved in the project work and reside within Dunedin.  
 
I set out to discover what elements of culturally responsive teaching are currently being 
implemented into everyday practice by interviewing four teachers and collecting 
information based on their stories. Their narratives detail what some of the challenges 
they experienced and contended with as culturally responsive practitioners.  
 
The thesis concludes with my analysis of these findings and offers some 
recommendations based on participant feedback that could assist teachers to implement 
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Glossary 
Ako     teach and learn 
 
Aotearoa    New Zealand 
 
Atua Māori   Māori gods 
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How to read this thesis 
This thesis is comprised of six chapters beginning with an introduction, which is followed 
by a methodology chapter. Three analytical chapters follow discussing the data with the 
final chapter summarising the findings.  
 
The analytical chapters are a combination of literature, results and discussion. I chose to 
combine the literature with the discussion chapters, rather than presenting the 
information separately in a traditional literature review chapter. After reading examples 
of similar approaches used by other post graduate students of Te Tumu, School of Māori, 
Pacific & Indigenous Studies, I chose to follow this method of thesis presentation 
because I felt it was important to support the points raised by interviewees surrounding 
culturally responsive practice with relevant literature from the research in that instance 
if and where applicable. From a Kaupapa Māori perspective, this seemed to be the most 
culturally relevant way to do this. 
 
Throughout my chapters I will be using lines from a Kāi Tahu karakia (prayer) to set a 
scene for the reader in relation to the information contained within each chapter. The 
karakia refers to the breaking of dawn, which when I was thinking about the information 
contained within this thesis, is what visually came to my mind. Although I am not of Kāi 
Tahu descent, I went through the appropriate channels to seek guidance and permission 
on the usage of this karakia. I felt it was significant to incorporate this into the project as 
the information contained within directly relates to teachers and children who reside 
within the Kāi Tahu tribal boundary. Appropriately, this has been the pūtake, or source 
from where the project has originated from. The karakia is as follows: 
 
Ka haea te ata 
Ka hāpara te ata 
Ka korokī te manu 
Ka wairori te kutu 
Ko te ata nui 
Ka horaina 
 xiii 
Ka taki te umere 
He pō, he pō 
He ao, he ao 
Ka awatea 
Tihei mauri ora! 
 
The chapter content will be outlined below and the connection to different phrases of the 
karakia will be made.  
 
The lines ka haea te ata, ka hāpara te ata have opened the introductory chapter one. This 
translates as ‘appear the sunrise, appear the dawn’. This chapter described the current 
hegemonic state of the education system here in New Zealand by providing the history 
of education and its influence on Māori cultural degradation. It has also expressed the 
effect this has had on Māori academic success in mainstream education. The dawn in this 
aspect represents a new beginning for Māori, albeit a negative one due to the impacts on 
our language and culture as a result of colonisation. The chapter has also introduced a 
number of Ministry of Education documents and attempted to provide an explanation on 
the topic of cultural responsiveness, which is the underlying theme in this thesis. The 
significance of the dawn here is that every day starts with its own potential, what is yet 
to come of it remains the mystery. Similarly to the potential that resides within the 
Ministry documents and culturally responsive pedagogy, it is how they are engaged with 
that will determine the outcome.  
 
Chapter two outlines the overarching methodology used in this thesis, which is Kaupapa 
Māori Theory. The thesis also particularly uses the principles identified within the theory 
as markers for culturally responsive practice. This part also describes the different 
systems of data analysis employed at various stages. Ka korokī te manu, ka wairori te 
kutu refers to the chattering of birds in the pre-dawn. I find this reflects the voices of the 
researchers who pioneered Kaupapa Māori Theory in an effort to start a dialogue about 
creating a framework that was specifically about respecting Māori within research and 
ensuring positive outcomes for Māori. Their collective voices speaking up about 
inequality for Māori in research continues to dictate the manner in which Māori research 
is now engaged.  
 
 xiv 
Chapter three is the first analytical chapter which describes the way in which those 
interviewed are currently implementing culturally responsive practice into their everyday 
teaching. Ko te ata nui, ka horaina reflects that the dawn of a new day is important and 
how the early morning spreads over the surface of the earth. To me this describes the 
way in which teachers are currently spreading their passion for Māori success as the 
dawning of a new era and how that energy will continue to reach new and distant places. 
 
The second of the analytical chapters, chapter four, discusses current issues teachers face 
that inhibit the full potential of integrating culturally responsive practice. Ka taki te 
umere describes the dawn chorus of birds. I again return to the power that collective voice 
has in making change. Much like the researchers who pioneered Kaupapa Māori Theory, 
the teachers within this project want their voices to be heard so change can be effected.  
 
As the final analytical chapter, chapter five proposes ideas for change that can directly 
impact on teachers and their ability to adequately implement culturally responsive 
pedagogy. This includes the use of a number of Ministry of Education documents as a 
medium for support in the various areas identified. He pō he pō, he ao he ao, ka awatea 
portrays the darkness moments before the sun peeks above the horizon and the final break 
of day. Just as this chapter identifies solutions that continue to remain in the dark, with 
sufficient support, teachers can be brought into the light of understanding, dawning a 
new day for culturally responsive practice.  
 
The concluding chapter six provides a summary of the main points mentioned throughout 
this thesis. The final line of the karakia tihei mauri ora symbolises the breath of life. This 
depiction of the origins of Māori lifeforce solidifies all of the ideas explored throughout 
the thesis, as it provides the promise of a beginning. This also ties in with the desired 
outcome of this project, which is the hope that it starts a bigger movement toward 
supporting teachers to enact positive change for Māori in mainstream education. My 
aspiration is that this will continue on to become a project on a much larger scale and 




Conventions of writing 
 
When presenting Māori words in this thesis I have followed the convention of the 
Auckland University Press. Māori was deemed an official language in 1987, therefore it 
is not a foreign language, subsequently Māori words in this thesis are written in plain 
text, not italicised. A definition derived from the Te Aka dictionary however is provided 
in brackets when a Māori word first appears to provide clarification. 
 
Throughout the thesis participants quotes are in italics and encased within double 
quotation marks. This is so that participant comments stand out from the main body of 
the text. 
 
For the purpose of this thesis, the term mainstream has been used to cover both English 
medium and bilingual education settings. This is purely to make a definition between 
schools and centres that predominately use the English language as the dominant 
language, as opposed to Māori medium education, where it is Māori language immersion.  
 
Finally, footnotes have been used at various times throughout the thesis when I felt it was 
necessary to provide the reader with additional information.
 1 
Chapter One: Introduction 
 
Ka haea te ata, ka hāpara te ata 
Appear the sunrise, appear the dawn 
 
Education in New Zealand has long served to undermine Māori success, in fact 
Caccioppoli (2006, p. 21) believes “state school environments can be abusive.” Through 
a process of suppression, oppression, colonisation and assimilation, Māori culture has 
been slowly whittled away. What was once a thriving indigenous presence, is now but a 
resurging memory of the past. Māori have worked tirelessly in the endeavour to revitalise 
language, culture, knowledge and consequently, identity. However, due to social 
resistance and the lasting effects of colonisation, Māori students continue to experience 
the negative consequences of this loss and experience a sense of disengagement from 
education (Bishop & Glynn, 2003). The impact of culture and identity loss over the last 
one hundred years is almost immeasurable (Simon et al., 2001). What is clear however, 
is the significant impact this continues to have on Māori in New Zealand’s education 
system today (Penetito, 2010). A focus on culturally responsive practice in mainstream 
education has occurred over the past decade in response to the alarming figures that 
highlight Māori, as an ethnic group that is struggling academically (Provost, 2016). The 
Ministry of Education (2013) has acknowledged the lack of equality Māori students face 
in our current system, attesting that more is needed to be done in order to address the 
issues surrounding why Māori are experiencing less academic success than other ethnic 
groups in New Zealand.  
 
An earlier response to the disparity experienced by Māori in education was the 
revitalisation movement for Māori culture, Te Kōhanga Reo1 and Kura Kaupapa Māori2, 
which emerged in the 1980’s to address this discourse and provide a Māori system of 
education, encompassing Māori language and pedagogy (Simon et al., 2001). Hollings 
(1991, p. 57) asserts “it is a Māori initiative designed by Māori, for Māori, in Māori, 
using Māori knowledge, processes, and structures, thereby allowing Māori some control 
                                                 
1 Māori language immersion early childhood centre 
2 Māori language immersion primary school 
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over their own education.” Contrary to popular belief, the revitalisation efforts were not 
solely language based, conversely, they served for Māori to take proactive ownership of 
decolonising themselves (Smith, 2002a). Unfortunately, even though the specialised 
schools have experienced success for Māori students, colonisation still remains at the 
forefront for many Māori whānau (familie/s) when considering what school their child 
will attend. Regrettably, many parents mistakenly continue the historical belief that a 
Western education must be sought in order to achieve academically in New Zealand and 
that te reo Māori (the Māori language) is for the home. Sadly, many Māori adults 
continue to harbour the hurt and humiliation resulting from early schooling practices that 
outlawed Māori language (O’Regan, 2011) and consequently, those affected do not send 
their children to these specialised kura (schools). Furthermore, there continues to be 
many urban Māori who are unable to attend kura kaupapa for other reasons, such as there 
being no kura in the area, insufficient money to support travel to kura, or a lack of 
knowledge a child or the whānau has of te reo Māori (Hollings, 1991). Regrettably, for 
one reason or another, many Māori children inevitably end up attending mainstream 
schooling and subsequently begin the process of losing their identity, which has been 
linked to low self-esteem and even suicide (Caccioppoli, 2006). Herein lies the 
importance of ensuring Māori who attend mainstream schooling receive an authentic 
education that is reflective of their unique status as Māori.  
 
Historically in New Zealand, Western education served to strip Māori of their language, 
to ‘civilise’ the people, with the flow on effect of this disembowelment being not only a 
loss of language, but with it, loss of culture (Simon et al., 2001). The education system 
that forced Māori to adopt Western practices resulted in Māori giving up an essential 
element of learning that provides the basis in which we acquire knowledge (Durie, 1998). 
Traditional learnings were undertaken as a part of everyday life for Māori, which 
included aspects such as knowledge surrounding harvesting and child rearing (Metge, 
2015; Pere, 1982). Historical knowledge such as whakapapa (genealogy) was handed to 
those who were specifically selected for the task. This illustrates that at our earliest times 
of learning, Māori experienced success with education when it was in the form of 
something of purpose, such as a hunting technique, or in oral form. It is acknowledged 
and recorded through oral history that our tūpuna (ancestors) were master sailors, 
navigating the mighty Pacific Ocean to arrive on the shores of Aotearoa (New Zealand) 
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from Hawaiki3. Knowledge of the stars, the moon, winds and tides all came in to play, 
as Somerville (2012, p. xvi) acknowledges that “a series of complex and impressive 
ocean journeys were undertaken over the last five thousand years in an unparalleled and 
unparallelable feat of navigation and curiosity.” This illustrates the innate ability of our 
ancestors to problem solve and understand the world around themselves in a 
mathematical fashion. However, as is with the standard learning model in today’s 
education system, when information is lacking in purpose, many Māori find the concepts 
difficult to cement, even if the theory is initially understood (Mahuika, Berryman, & 
Bishop, 2011). This is where culturally responsive teaching plays a major role. A shift 
needs to be made back to the traditional forms of learning to better enhance Māori 
students’ chance to succeed in our current education system.  
 
Attending school in Dunedin, as a Māori child, was very isolating. You could count on 
one hand the number of Māori at the school I attended. During my first year the class had 
a compulsory Māori language unit. Suddenly, instead of feeling like I was out of my 
depth, I was suddenly at the top of the class. I hadn’t consciously learnt the language 
before, but my earlier years at Kōhanga Reo4 had planted a seed in my brain, and once 
the door was re-opened, my ability to learn te reo Māori flourished. That was the only 
class in which I ever excelled. That is not to say that I lacked the intelligence, conversely, 
I considered myself with the average intellect of an eleven year old. The issue was my 
lack of confidence in connecting with the abstract material we were presented. There 
were no other ‘Māori’ lessons outside of our compulsory te reo class, which sadly only 
lasted a term. That was the total encompassment of Māori culture I experienced in my 
first year. As a result of my research, I can now deduce that I was not necessarily less 
intelligent than my peers, but that the culture surrounding the learning did not suit me. 
What I have come to realise is that the missing link for me, as a young Māori student, 
was being taught in a culturally responsive manner. Unfortunately the reality is true for 
many South Island children, where access to Māori classes is far more limited. O’Regan 
(2011, p. 40) asserts “Southern schools have some of the poorest provision of language 
opportunities in the country, with many students simply not having the option to study te 
reo formally in senior secondary school.” My unfortunate experience of this disconnect 
                                                 
3 Māori ancestral homeland 
4 Māori immersion early childhood education centre 
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at school inspired me to become a teacher and provide for other Māori what I did not 
receive during my time in mainstream education. I continued on to study my Bachelor of 
Education at Te Whare Wānanga o Awanuiārangi where there was a strong focus on the 
culture of the child and making every effort to be responsive to their individual needs. 
When I entered the work force however, I found that National Standards, school wide 
expectations and overcrowded classrooms to name a few of the challenges, left no time 
to adjust planning to better suit individual needs. I experienced first-hand the difficulties 
teachers, even those with the best intentions, face when trying to be a culturally 
responsive practitioner.  
 
Teachers have a large role to play in addressing the state of New Zealand’s education 
system and are in the best position to effect change for Māori within the confines of the 
classroom. Unfortunately, revitalisation efforts continue to undermined by practitioners 
being employed who do not meet the expectations as outlined by The Treaty of Waitangi 
and are inherently ignorant of Māori pedagogies as Hollings (1991, p. 62) insists “having 
schools without competent teachers is comparable to having fluent Māori-speaking life-
guards who cannot swim.” Some educators may argue they are not actively promoting 
Western ideals or culture in their own teaching practice, but the fact remains, mainstream 
education facilities continue to deliver lessons in the English language. Richards, Brown, 
and Forde (2007, p. 65) acknowledge “when teachers come to terms with the historical 
shaping of their values, teachers can better relate to other individuals.” Bishop and 
Berryman (2006, p. 217) provide an example of such an ingrained attitude of ignorance 
when “one teacher suggested that the attitude of whānau towards the Pākehā system of 
anything including schools was detrimental to a child’s success.” By ignoring their own 
bias teachers consciously, or unconsciously, privilege Western culture and ideals, 
ignoring the impact historical events have had on Māori attitudes toward education as a 
result of colonisation. Mahuika et al. (2011, p. 185) determine that “a culturally 
responsive pedagogy is necessary because as Pākehā culture has been long accepted as 
the mainstream or norm in New Zealand, many teachers are unaware of the influence it 
either has on them or the education system.” Therefore, teachers dis-engaging from these 




From my own experiences, as both a student and a teacher in the mainstream education 
system, I am interested in researching culturally responsive teaching approaches for 
Māori in mainstream educational settings and determining how to make this a reality 
rather than just an idealistic goal. Subsequently, in order to understand why this discourse 
is within the education system in the first place, it is imperative to look at the educational 
history of New Zealand in order to decode and unravel the teaching and educational 
practices that have made our system the failure for Māori that it is today. 
 
This chapter will firstly provide the aim and significance of the study. It will then look 
at the history of education in New Zealand, focusing on the time missionaries arrived and 
the impact they had on the Māori traditional model of teaching and learning. It looks at 
colonisation and the impact this had on education for Māori and the negative attitudes 
this created toward teaching and learning. The chapter places an historical lens on the 
topic of focus for this project, exploring culturally responsive teaching and pedagogy, 
and providing a chronology of information to better understand this concept as it is 
presented and debated throughout this thesis. In addition, a number of relevant 
documents released by the Ministry of Education will be explored and defined in relation 
to the issues and concepts supporting this discourse. These are: Ka Hikitia- Accelerating 
Success; Te Kotahitanga and; Tātaiako- Cultural Competencies for Teachers of Māori 
Learners. Finally, the chapter closes with a summary of the points mentioned. 
 
Aims of the study and research questions 
The aims of this research were: 
 
1. To gain an insight into how teachers in mainstream education are currently 
employing culturally responsive practice. 
 
2. To take teacher feedback and propose ideas that will support teachers to better 
implement this practice into their everyday teaching. 
 
The overall aim of the project is to look closely at the issue of culturally responsive 
teaching through the lens of the teacher in an attempt to uncover the main barriers 
teachers face when trying to implement this pedagogy into their everyday practice. The 
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project seeks to uncover what cultural practices are already happening in Dunedin 
mainstream primary schools and early childhood centres. Secondly, barriers that teachers 
face when implementing culturally responsive practice are identified. Finally, upon 
identifying the barriers, the study proposes possible solutions for changing future practice 
in an effort to support teachers to better understand and incorporate culturally responsive 
pedagogy in their programmes. The overall goal is that teachers feel confident to 
implement culturally responsive practice in order to give their Māori students, and 
therefore all students in their classes, an overall experience in mainstream education that 
is both inclusive and enjoyable. Resultant of a by-product of this should also mean Māori 
students’ academic achievement is raised. It is hoped at the very least this thesis will act 
as a guide for those wishing to seek information about supporting teachers on this topic. 
A subsidiary, but additionally important aim is that this study will be a catalyst for further 
research into support for teachers to integrate culturally responsive practice.  
 
Lenses of the research 
Kaupapa Māori Theory is the methodology that informs this study as it promotes positive 
change for Māori. It additionally has a number of supporting principles embedded within 
it that directly correlate to Māori students experiencing success in mainstream education. 
Connections to these principles are made throughout the analytical chapters in an effort 
to continually link the data to Kaupapa Māori Theory methodology.  
 
Significance of the study 
Research on this specific topic has never been undertaken before on Dunedin mainstream 
schools and early learning centres. I therefore believe this study could be of significant 
interest to teachers in a local Dunedin context, but also useful at a national level 
throughout New Zealand. The findings of my research have unearthed realistic and 
manageable ways of being a culturally responsive educator. There is already a lot of 
research into what culturally responsive teaching is and what it might look like, but 
through my experience, there is not a lot of practical advice, support and ways to 
implement it into every day teaching practice. The recommendations resultant from this 
study can contribute to increasing the confidence and competence of teachers in 
mainstream education in how to implement culturally responsive practice. Another 
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outcome of the study focuses on guiding school/centre management on how they can best 
support teachers in achieving the above goal.  
 
History of education in New Zealand 
Missionary schools were first introduced into New Zealand in 1816 as part of a ‘civilising 
mission’. Benton (1991, p. 13) reveals “once British settlement of New Zealand meant 
the Māori had been replaced as the majority population, a vigorous attempt was made to 
supplant the Māori language with English… the spearhead of this was the education 
system.” This was initially achieved through teaching the bible in the Māori language 
and teaching Māori about European culture. The goal was to ‘enlighten’ the natives and 
for all intents and purposes it seems as though the missionaries genuinely believed they 
were doing Māori a great service. By 1847 the English language was encouraged as the 
medium of instruction and by 1860 the system of Native Schools5 was formed. As Simon 
et al. (2001, p. ix) reveal “the official purpose of the system was to assimilate Māori, 
notably through the almost exclusive use of English as the medium of instruction.” These 
educational institutions survived for an entire century until their abolishment in 1969 
(Simon et al., 2001). It was during this time that the process of intentional assimilation 
occurred, and schools began the deliberate process of eliminating the Māori language. 
Colonisation was achieved more readily as a result of removing te reo Māori (Te Huia, 
2015) and Māori culture was additionally adversely affected in the process. Missionary 
schools vehemently discouraged the use of te reo Māori with the government 
subsequently banning the language in schools under the 1867 Native Schools Act (Te 
Taura Whiri i te reo Māori, 2016). Children were thereafter physically punished for 
speaking te reo. Consequently, this form of corporal punishment resulted in te reo Māori 
becoming an endangered language. Unfortunately there are many accounts of where 
Māori students were physically punished for speaking their native language in the 
classroom or school yard (Benton, 1991; Simon et al., 2001). 
 
One of the reasons addressed by The Native Representation Act 1867 as to why Māori 
should learn English, was if Māori wished to vote in Parliament, it was required they 
knew how to speak English (Barrington, 2008; O’Regan, 2010). Hemara (2000, p. 55) 
                                                 
5 Native schools “…a system of village primary schools for Māori set up by the state in 1867” (Simon et 
al., 2001, p. 1) 
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argues the validity of such a statement when in fact “the outcome was that Māori were 
often denied access to academic and/or professional education which would have 
prepared them for functioning fully and taking control within an imposed Western 
European capitalist system.” This again gives an indication that civilising Māori was less 
about preparing them to strive in the new way New Zealand was shaping up, but to 
exercise control and gain obedience rather than equality, despite claims it was otherwise 
in their best interest to assimilate.  
 
Although this only gives a very brief account of our educational history post European 
settlement, it highlights however, just over a hundred years, between 1867-1969 where 
English language and culture created and dominated the current hegemonic education 
system. Not only was the English language touted as superior it was also physically 
enforced supported by a Western science based racist belief system deemed fit during 
that period to physically punish those who spoke Māori. I therefore argue that in 
subsequent years, from 1969 to the present day, our education system still suffers the fall 
out of this abhorrent ‘civilising mission’ and continues to support and follow the ideals 
of a Western teaching philosophy. The English language is still, to this very day the 
dominant language in mainstream schooling and while speaking Māori in the classroom 
is no longer met with corporal punishment, that does not change the effect those earlier 
actions and attitudes toward Māori language and culture continue to have on how 
classrooms and lessons are shaped today.  
 
Impact of colonisation 
Alarming statistics showcase that over half of our current prison population is Māori, and 
Māori as an ethnicity on average earn less than their Pākehā (English, foreign, European) 
counterparts (Department of Corrections, 2018; Te Puni Kōkiri: Ministry of Māori 
Development, 2009). This can be linked directly back to colonisation (O'Sullivan, 2007) 
as this directly reflects the effects of the education system imposed at the time. O’Regan 
(2011) believes that formal education is arguably an exceptionally damaging tool used 
by colonisers to strip cultures of their identity. Since the inception of the first missionary 
schools, Māori children and their families have been subjected to a Pākehā schooling 
system (Penetito, 2010). This exposes flaws in an education system that focuses on 
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assimilation and does not respond to Māori cultural needs, thus setting them up to fail, 
conversely to their Pākehā counterparts (Caccioppoli, 2006).  
 
I have mentioned above the impact this continues to have on Māori families, even those 
who were not of the generation that was physically punished for speaking Māori, 
whereby they harbour the attitude ingrained during that time that te reo Māori was not 
worthwhile in New Zealand society. The lasting effect of this barbaric and racist attitude 
continues to be detrimental to Māori as a people and a society. Many argue that it is time 
to get over it and move on. This is a statement born of ignorance or complete disconnect 
with the harsh reality Māori continue to face in the wake of colonisation.  
The impact of these attitudes are apparent in schools, albeit in a more subtle form. One 
such example is the continued suppression of identity through school policy regarding 
uniform. Countless schools state no jewellery is to be worn as a part of their uniform 
policy. In the effort of achieving autonomy, schools subsequently deny Māori students 
the right to wear taonga (treasure/s) such as pounamu (greenstone) necklaces. In this 
instance, a lack of cultural awareness literally strips children of something that is 
culturally identifiable (Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2009). Consequently, it 
is an unrealistic expectation for a child who is actively having their identity suppressed 
by an institution to obtain a conventional standard of success in an environment that so 
boldly and unceasingly denies them sufficient support or celebration of their unique 
standing as an indigenous people. 
 
These are but a few examples of the direct and ongoing impact that colonisation has had 
and continues to have on the education system and subsequently Māori experience within 
the system. In response to the absence of cultural awareness and the onslaught of 
expectation to assimilate, students adopt negative attitudes toward their teachers and 
education in general in defiance to the lack of respect they themselves perceive is 
afforded to them or their cultural beliefs and practices (Penetito, 2010). Ignorance 
certainly plays a role when assessing the nature of cultural responsiveness as many 
teachers, both Pākehā and Māori alike, remain unacquainted with this methodology. 
Caccioppoli (2006) argues that schools continue to have high numbers of Māori who do 
not learn because the schools themselves are full of incompetent teachers. As this has 
been the nature of the schooling system for over a hundred years now, ignorance can 
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certainly be attributed to the existing educational discourse as most current practitioners 
grew up in the very system that they are attempting to replicate, a sentiment shared by 
Bishop (2003, p. 235) “in the classroom context, cultural domination and preconceptions 
by teachers means that teachers expect students continually to adjust their understanding 
to that of the teacher.” This continued focus on filling students with information as 
though they are empty vessels irrefutably promotes the current hegemonic state of our 
education system, which continues the cycle of suppression and oppression of cultural 
identity in mainstream schooling and society as a whole (Patterson, 1992). Penetito 
(2010, p. 15) agrees “Māori education is not about prioritizing Māori practices over 
others, and indeed, one of the major criticisms I have of mainstream education is the 
assumption it makes in prioritizing Pākehā New Zealand education over any other.” 
Additionally Richards et al. (2007, p. 68) insist “instruction that is culturally responsive 
addresses the needs of all learners.”  
The lasting impact of colonisation from early schooling experiences continue to be seen, 
heard and felt by Māori students in today’s mainstream education system, however, 
culturally responsive practice has the ability to effect change in order to achieve better 
outcomes for Māori success in education.  
 
Culturally responsive teaching 
Responsiveness to a child’s needs requires looking in a holistic sense, at the child as a 
whole which extends beyond a student’s academic merit and delves into who they are as 
a culturally located person. Culturally responsive teaching is a practice that guides 
teachers to tailor lessons to the specific cultural needs of each student (Gay, 2002). The 
term culturally responsive teaching, which is the practice of culturally responsive 
pedagogy, consists of a complex range of ideas that formulate to describe a best teaching 
practice. Many of these ideas will be explored throughout this thesis in a variety of ways.  
 
One’s culture transcends the scope of heritage, encompassing all things that make a 
person who they are and how they relate to others (P. Rewi, 2010), therefore, being a 
culturally responsive practitioner means looking at aspects such as the skills a child 
possesses, their interests, to which heritage culture they identify, qualities that make them 
unique and who makes up their family and wider community. Gay (2002, p. 107) states 
“explicit knowledge about cultural diversity is imperative to meeting the educational 
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needs of ethnically diverse students.” A passionate teacher with their heart in the right 
place will ensure they discover these things about the students in their class and proceed 
to ‘teach’ them in a way that is engaging for the child, ultimately ensuring academic 
success for the student and an overall positive experience during their time at school 
(hooks, 1994). There are many ways this can be achieved, for example: meeting with 
whānau; exploring different learning activities to discover the student’s preference; or at 
a very basic level, asking the child about themselves (Bishop & Berryman, 2006). 
Culturally responsive teaching also requires teachers to set aside ego and open 
themselves to a new way of understanding their role in a student’s learning journey. 
Allowing a student to voice their interests and involving them with planning fosters 
positive self-worth and belief their thoughts and opinions have value and are valued. 
Through implementing lessons that are reflective of culture and identity, Māori students 
are provided with meaningful context, thus making knowledge acquisition and retention 
more attainable (Gay, 2000). 
 
To gain a further insight into culturally responsive teaching when thinking about Māori 
students, tikanga Māori (Māori customary practice) may be explored. Mead (2016, p. 
263) states “tikanga Māori provides guidelines for behaviour and as such comprises an 
important part of cultural identity.” When understood and used accordingly, 
incorporating tikanga Māori into culturally responsive practice can have the power to 
transform lives. Consequently, in the face of little change happening in the mainstream 
education system to support Māori learners, observing tikanga Māori in culturally 
responsive practice can be a powerful tool. 
 
At the ground level culturally responsive teaching means different things to different 
people and is hard to knuckle down to just a few sentences. During my time researching 
this topic, I found that although the language people use to describe it is often different, 
the main themes remain the same. These include child centered learning; involving 
whānau; creating positive relationships with students and whānau; having the school 
community on board; using students’ prior knowledge to influence learning material and 
creating a conducive classroom environment (Gay, 2010; MacSuga-Gage, Simonsen, & 
Briere, 2012; Ministry of Education, 2013; Richards et al., 2007; Villegas & Lucas, 
2002). All of these attributes are extended on throughout this thesis with examples from 
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teachers, and are further emphasised by key educational principles that support culturally 
responsive practice. 
 
Ministry of Education 
It is now openly acknowledged by the Government that Māori are not achieving 
academically to the same standard as their Pākehā counterparts (Ministry of Education, 
2014). Houghton (2015, p. 10) states “the gap in achievement between Māori, Pasifika 
and other ethnicities identified in Aotearoa is alarming and consideration of current 
assessment practice is necessary.” In response to the disparity that exist for Māori in 
education, the Ministry of Education has released a number of documents and initiatives 
over the years, the overarching theme being to support and accelerate academic success 
of Māori. These include: Tātaiako: Cultural competencies for Teachers of Māori 
Learners; Ka Hikitia: Accelerating success; Te Kotahitanga; Te Whāriki: Early 
childhood curriculum; Tau mai te reo: The Māori Language in Education Strategy and 
Te Rāngai Kāhui Ako ā-Iwi to name but a few. Each strategy, document and initiative 
has their own merit, however, detailed below are four of the resources I believe pose the 
ability to have significant impact on the current status of teaching in mainstream schools 
because of their direct focus on teacher qualities and implementation of culturally 
responsive pedagogy. Each of these documents are present throughout this project as 
supportive material for implementing culturally responsive pedagogy. These are: Te 
Kotahitanga; Tātaiako; Ka Hikitia and Te Whāriki, which are discussed next. 
 
Te Kotahitanga 
In 2001 a research project funded by the Ministry of Education named Te Kotahitanga 
was undertaken. It sought to interview Year 9 and 10 Māori students, their whānau and 
their teachers from a variety of North Island secondary schools. The aim of the project 
was to gain an insight into Māori student voice as to what they believed would be 
beneficial to them specifically as Māori learners (Bishop et al., 2009). The key behind 
gaining this understanding was to relay the information gathered to teachers, allowing 
them to discover ways in which they could employ culturally responsive practice. The 
resounding student voice outlined positive relationships as being the key factor when it 
came to their overall success at school (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). It is from the above 
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findings that the Te Kotahitanga research team constructed the Effective Teaching Profile 
(ETP).  
 
Effective Teaching Profile (ETP) 
The Effective Teaching Profile provided teachers with a framework within which they 
could better engage Māori students (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). This entailed a two 
pronged approach. The first branch detailed the negative impact deficit thinking on the 
part of teachers had on Māori students and the relationships they felt they were able to 
have with their teachers. Bishop and Berryman (2009, p. 29) attest “if we think of other 
people as having deficiencies, then our actions will tend to follow this thinking, and the 
relations we develop and the interactions we have with these people will tend to be 
negative and unproductive.” The second approach identifies and describes six key 
principles that enabled teachers to successfully and constructively implement culturally 
responsive teaching. The six principles are outlined below: 
 
Manaakitanga: Caring for students as Māori 
Manaakitanga is described by Moorfield (2011) as “the process of showing great respect, 
generosity and care for others.” Pere (1982, p. 66) looks at the core root of the word, 
mana (prestige, authority, control) to depict meaning where “manaaki as a part of mana 
relates to the finer qualities of people.” Aligning with the idea of mana, it also 
encompasses the value of creating and fostering an environment that reflects respect and 
devotion to success for students (New Zealand Education Council, 2011). In an 
educational setting, manaakitanga relates to caring for Māori students as Māori as to 
preserve and celebrate their unique standing as an indigenous people. Within the Te 
Kotahitanga research project, the term manaakitanga was identified by both parents and 
students alike as being just as important to caring about a student’s academic 
achievement (Bishop et al., 2009).  
 
Mana Motuhake: Caring for the performance of Māori students 
Here we see the core word mana emerging again within one of the principles. Bishop and 
Berryman (2009, p. 30) assert “mana motuhake involves the development of personal or 
group identity.” Students had commented on how low teacher expectation of them had a 
negative effect on their learning and engagement. Those who believed their teacher had 
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high, yet realistic expectations of them performed better academically and were able to 
work toward becoming independent learners (Bishop & Berryman, 2009).  
 
Ngā Whakapiringatanga: Creating a secure, well-managed environment 
This principle outlines the environment that a teacher is able to create for their students. 
This is a two tiered approach. The first level relates to the implementation of rules and 
boundaries, so students know the limits and can work within the confines of expected 
behaviour. The second level details teacher preparedness for lessons. This includes 
thorough knowledge of the curriculum subject and also having the flexibility to adjust 
the learning to suit individual learning needs (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). There are 
many considerations when looking at creating a conducive environment for students. 
This aspect of cultural responsiveness will be looked further into in a later chapter.  
 
Wānanga: Engaging in effective learning interactions with Māori students 
During the Te Kotahitanga study, students voiced their dislike of traditional Western 
learning methods. Feedback was that students preferred learning to be done in wānanga 
(to meet and discuss) style where small groups could get together and discuss topics and 
ideas. They also appreciated being given the opportunity to share their prior knowledge 
of a topic, to better make connections between themselves and the work at hand. 
Feedback was additionally important as students felt it beneficial to their ability to 
confidently move forward with a topic (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). 
 
Ako: Using a range of teaching strategies 
Ako is an traditional learning concept that reflects the understanding that teaching and 
learning are inextricably linked. Pihama, Smith, Taki, and Lee (2004, p. 13) describe ako 
from the time of our ancestors stating “in tradition-based Māori society, ako was an 
educative process that was integral in the creation, conceptualisation, transmission and 
articulation of Maori knowledge.” It is simply defined in the dictionary as “to learn, 
study, instruct, teach, advise” (Moorfield, 2011). However, as with many Māori words, 
its function as a word transcends the very basic English translation provided here. 
Therefore ‘ako’ is explored further in subsequent chapters of this thesis however for the 
purpose of its particular definition within the context of the Te Kotahitanga Effective 
Teaching Profile ‘ako’ encourages teachers to use a range of teaching strategies that focus 
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on attaining desired learning outcomes, opening up the pathway to provide both the 
teacher and learner to co-construct learning (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). The concept of 
ako allows teachers to adopt other teaching strategies in order to best address the needs 
of the student. This creates positive learning dialogue and gives students the opportunity 
to be involved in their academic outcomes on a deeper level. 
 
Kotahitanga: Using student progress to inform future teaching practices 
Traditionally Western education has relied heavily on summative assessment, which is 
test based and only captures a snapshot of a learner’s ability to retain information. It is 
from these one-off tests that are consequently the sole determiner of whether or not 
children have met the learning outcomes, regardless of the knowledge they may have 
demonstrated throughout the duration of a learning block (Mahuika et al., 2011). The 
argument however is that this manner of assessment does not best suit Māori learners 
and a shift toward a more formative style of assessment, which encourages supporting 
students to succeed by providing constructive and ongoing feedback, is required 
(Mahuika et al., 2011). Continued constructive feedback on work allows students to 
consistently monitor their progress and provides them the autonomy to improve their 
work as they go (Bishop & Berryman, 2009).  
 
Alton-Lee (2003, p. 76) identified this manner of assessment as a type of scaffolding and 
explains that it “is a key tool for teachers in building not only a successful instructional 
environment, but also a very positive social environment where teaching practices 
develop student self-esteem as they promote academic norms.” As has been identified, 
Māori students need the opportunity to regularly engage in a range of multi-faceted 
formative assessment practises to best address their ongoing academic success (Bishop 
& Glynn, 2003; Houghton, 2015). Creating a culturally responsive environment aids to 
address the disparity that summative assessment presents for Māori students. 
 
After the completion of the Kotahitanga research project, the second step was to use the 
information gathered to create a series of professional development workshops and 
activities and present it to teachers (Bishop et al., 2009). The Effective Teaching Profile 
and the principles stated within it were used to underpin professional development for 
teachers on the subject of culturally responsive practice. The professional development 
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workshops were carried out in North Island secondary schools, starting with just four 
schools in 2001 accelerating to include 49 schools in 2012.  
 
The professional development initiative entailed five separate components. The first was 
an initial induction workshop where the research about Māori student voice was shared 
with teachers and they were given the opportunity to reflect on their own practice and 
attitudes toward Māori students. Secondly, structured classroom observations were 
undertaken by researchers to gain an insight into current practice. From these, feedback 
sessions were conducted to inform teachers of the outcome. Fourthly, small workshops 
were engaged that focused on student outcomes and solutions were explored as to what 
elements from the ETP could be implemented in order to raise these. Finally, a shadow 
coaching model was adopted which involved a facilitator working one on one with 
teachers to help them achieve their individual or group goal (Bishop, Berryman, 
Cavanagh, & Teddy, 2007). The overall aim of the project was to raise Māori 
achievement in mainstream secondary schools. The ETP that was created and the 
framework provided by the Te Kotahitanga professional development intervention gives 
teachers a rich and relevant resource which they can utilise within their everyday 
practice. However, teachers need to be given some guidance on how to effectively 
implement the principles identified within the project. 
 
Tātaiako: Cultural competencies for teachers of Māori learners 
Following on from the research project Te Kotahitanga, which gained an insight into the 
Māori student voice about what is best for their learning needs, and Ka Hikitia, which 
outlined the plan to have the values identified from Te Kotahitanga best implemented 
into teaching practice, the Ministry of Education, in partnership with the New Zealand 
Teachers Council have also recognised the need to support teachers into implementing 
what the research uncovered. Tātaiako therefore, ties into the Code of Professional 
Responsibility and Standards for the Teaching Profession (New Zealand Education 
Council, 2017) as it aims to provide practical advice for teachers regarding 
implementation of culturally responsive and effective teaching practice. “The purpose of 
this resource is to provide teachers with information, prompts and questions to stimulate 
thinking and discussion about their current practice and how responsive that practice is 
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to the specific learning and cultural needs of Māori learners” (New Zealand Education 
Council, 2011, p. 1).  
 
The Tātaiako document identifies five principles that underpin the concepts throughout 
the resource. These are similar to the principles outlined by Smith (2002a) in the 
development of the Kaupapa Māori Theory which will be explored further in the next 
chapter, and the principles described within the Te Kotahitanga document as outlined 
above. The five principles as identified by the Tātaiako document as being the most 
significant when engaging in culturally responsive practice are: Ako, Manaakitanga, 
Wānanga, Whanaungatanga and Tangata Whenuatanga. These principles were derived 
from Te Kotahitanga, therefore I will not re-explain the concepts of ako, manaakitanga 
and wānanga as they have been previously covered. The remaining two principles 
whanaungatanga and tangata whenuatanga, I deliberately address here. These concepts 
were not covered in depth by Te Kotahitanga however, during the research phase, they 
intrinsically incorporated these principles into their practice. Therefore, the inclusion of 
positive relationships with whānau as a wider community encompassing hapū (sub-tribe) 
and iwi (tribe) and an adequate recognition of Māori culture and its relativity in learning 
contexts are outlined in the inclusions below: 
 
Whanaungatanga 
In Tātaiako the term whanaungatanga, working in accordance with the Graduating 
Teacher Standards and Practising Teacher Criteria, insists that a teacher “actively 
engages in respectful working relationships with Māori learners, parents and whānau, 
hapū, iwi and the Māori community” (New Zealand Education Council, 2011, p. 21). 
The term whanaungatanga encompasses the concept of whānau which embodies family 
and genealogical links. However, whanaungatanga extends on from the notion of a 
nucleus family and looks at relationships and a sense of belonging that comes from 
working together (Moorfield, 2011).  
 
Tangata Whenuatanga 
Tangata whenua means ‘person of the land’ and in this form of tangata whenuatanga, 
within the context of Tātaiako, it aims to encompass incorporating and celebrating Māori 
culture as a vehicle for learning with the inclusion of identity, language and culture, 
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affirming these to both students and their whānau (New Zealand Education Council, 
2011). This is an integral aspect of showing respect and deference to the cultural beliefs 
and standing of individuals. Pere (1982, p. 55) states “whenua is a very important concept 
to the Māori and is used as a base for many beliefs and social values.” As whenua (land) 
is the core word of whenuatanga, and tangata (person) highlights the individual, the 
inclusion of this principle illustrates the value of incorporating and celebrating such a 
concept as tangata whenuatanga across all areas of interaction with Māori students and 
their whānau, whether it be in the learning content or social environment.  
 
Ka Hikitia: Accelerating success 2013-2017 
Ka Hikitia is a Ministry of Education initiative that aims to ensure the Ministry are taking 
responsibility for ensuring Māori are enjoying education and achieving success as Māori 
(Ministry of Education, 2013). It was derived as an ongoing plan to maintain the 
Ministry’s focus on Māori education and is also a useful tool for teachers and schools 
when looking at cultural responsiveness. This is an important document to be aware of 
as it is an open acknowledgement from the Ministry of Education about the inequality 
Māori face in mainstream education and is a testament of ongoing review and focus in 
the area. The Education Review Office (2010, p. 3) report found that “schools’ use of Ka 
Hikitia – Managing for Success had supported the strategies of some schools to improve 
Māori student achievement.” The issue however arises when looking at it from a 
teacher’s perspective, as there is no law or legislation that requires this specific document 
to be put into action within a school, nor reflected within a school’s curriculum 
programmes. The above ERO report also recommends that the Ministry of Education 
continue to support schools and school leaders to use Ka Hikitia effectively in order to 
improve Māori success (Education Review Office, 2010). What there are, however, are 
guidelines in the Graduating Teacher Standards that support the principles in Ka Hikitia, 
as teachers are encouraged to use te reo Māori and tikanga-ā-iwi (tribal custom) 
effectively in their practice (New Zealand Education Council, 2017).  
 
Ka Hikitia has five guiding principles which are similar to those identified in the above 
documents. These are: The Treaty of Waitangi; Māori potential approach; Ako: a two 
way learning and teaching process; Identity, language and culture count and Productive 
partnerships. I will not expand on these as the concepts have already been adequately 
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covered in the above principles. Underpinning these particular principles however are 
two elements deemed essential for successful implementation. These are: 
 
Quality Provision 
This reflects that iwi, whānau and parents have a role to play when it comes to effective 
leadership, teaching and governance at schools. 
 
Strong Engagement 
This element identifies the necessity of involving iwi, whānau, parents and also the 
community and emphasises how this can strengthen students success (Ministry of 
Education, 2013). 
 
Te Whāriki: Early childhood curriculum 
Te Whāriki is the final document to be commented on. Similarly to the above documents, 
it has principles and examples of best practice mentioned throughout. It is traditionally 
the curriculum document used by the early childhood sector, as the content is aimed 
primarily at the early years. However, I find this particular document and the principles 
outlined within it as being applicable to all of the different educational sectors. The 
document states itself as being “an inclusive curriculum - a curriculum for all children” 
and continues on to divulge that inclusion celebrates and accepts “ gender and ethnicity, 
diversity of ability and learning needs, family structure and values, socio-economic status 
and religion” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 13).  
 
The major difference between this curriculum and the above documents is the 
comprehensive nature of the support for the principles identified. It gives teachers a very 
clear explanation of each principle and links them to learning outcomes, pairing this with 
practical examples of what the evidence might look like. It is this in depth inclusion of 
information with clear guidelines for teachers on how to achieve cultural responsiveness 
that makes Te Whāriki such an accessible and useful document. The primary sector has 
its own curriculum document that they need to follow when preparing lessons, but I argue 
that the inclusion of all of the documents previously mentioned will enhance teachers 
ability to become culturally responsive practitioners, regardless of the education sector 
these documents were specifically written for.  
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The principles cited in Te Whāriki reflect those mentioned already, they are: 
Whakamana: Empowerment; Kotahitanga: Holistic development; Whānau tangata: 
Family and community and Ngā hononga: Relationships. With each of the principles 
identified in the various documents and strategies, although the wording is at times 
different, but the underlying concepts remain the same. Its focus on empowering Māori 
students through exploring a range of different elements is critical to ensuring success 
within the education system is more readily achieveable.  
 
All of the above documents; Te Kotahitanga, Tātaiako, Ka Hikitia and Te Whāriki, will 
be discussed further in the final analytical chapter that focuses on solution based problem 
solving in order to further support teachers currently working in mainstream education. 
The inclusion of the documents will aim to address some of the issues raised by 
participants over the course of this particular research project when it comes to 
implementing culturally responsive practice. 
 
Conclusion 
In recent years there has been a resurgence of Māori language and cultural awareness as 
Bishop et al. (2007, p. 243) assert “improving Māori student achievement is a policy of 
current national interest.” Yet New Zealand schools continue to neglect the very basic 
teaching principle that has been proven successful in ensuring Māori success in 
education, a philosophy that hails from the induction of missionary schools, where 
excluding mātauranga Māori (Māori knowledge) and tikanga Māori was viewed as a fast 
track to assimilating into the Western education system (Mead, 2016). Through a process 
of assimilation and oppression, Māori language and culture has been steadily supressed 
in education. It is now completely normalised to experience full disengagement from all 
things Māori in schools. This is something that can be undoubtedly addressed through 
the practice of cultural responsiveness. Dissapointingly, many Māori students never 
experience this form of teaching and therefore foster a negative attitude toward the 
schooling system (Caccioppoli, 2006). What these students are yet to realise is the 
education system in New Zealand serves only to teach the dominant discourse at the 
centre of this country, namely, Pākehā (Penetito, 2010). Suffice to say however that even 
though culturally responsive teaching is a widely researched subject, it continues to be 
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an overwhelmingly undervalued practice. It could be argued that an unequal focus is 
given to Māori academic success (Hollings, 1991), however Kawe-Small (personal 
communication, 2018) argues “an unequal input needs to be employed to achieve an 
equal output for Māori learners.” 
 
This chapter has briefly highlighted the impact that Missionary schooling and 
colonisation has had and continues to have on the current system employed by the New 
Zealand mainstream education system. The subsequent impact of having Māori culture 
and language stripped away has been significant on Māori culture as a whole. Through 
the inception of a Western education system, Māori students continually experience less 
academic success than their non-Māori equivalents (Benton, 1991; Ministry of 
Education, 2013; Penetito, 2010). One such strategy to respond to the disparity 
experienced by Māori in education is to provide a teaching and learning context that 
adequately responds to the cultural needs of Māori students. This is in the form of 
culturally responsive teaching. As hooks (1994, p. 13) describes of the practice and its 
importance to indigenous models of learning, “to teach in a manner that respects and 
cares for the souls of our students is essential if we are to provide the necessary conditions 
where learning can most deeply and intimately begin.” The definition of the term itself 
is multifaceted, as the pedagogy extends beyond the realm of heritage culture and looks 
at all things encapsulated in a child’s world (Bevan-Brown, 2003; Bishop & Berryman, 
2006, 2009; Gay, 2002; hooks, 2003; Smith, 2002a; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). The beauty 
in that however is that culturally responsive teaching is malleable to suit the needs of 
specific learners within their own unique situations.  
 
The Ministry of Education has recognised the detrimental impact a lack of addressing 
Māori disparities in schools is having on Māori as a wider community (Ministry of 
Education, 2013). Penetito (2010, p. 259) makes comment that “the achievement gap 
between Māori and non-Māori has been an embarrassment to governments for at least 30 
years.” As a result, there have been a number of policy initiatives aimed at addressing 
this issue. Outlined in this chapter were four documents identified that provide advice 
and support for teachers on the subject matter. These were Te Kotahitanga, Tātaiako, Ka 
Hikitia and Te Whāriki. Each document identified areas in which culturally responsive 
practice could best be addressed. The issue with these documents however, is the lack of 
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support teachers are given in implementing the frameworks provided. Smith (2002b, p. 
20) supports the notion of a lack of support surrounding Ministry initiatives by stating 
“the disproportionate disadvantage and inequality of outcomes experienced by Māori, 
have remained in the ‘system’ despite attempts to alleviate this situation through different 
policy initiatives.” This highlights supporting teachers to become culturally responsive 
practitioners is still the area that requires attention now; an issue I pose potential answers 
to in the final analytical chapter as a result of discussions from this project.  
 
The chapter that follows will outline the methodology and systems of data analysis 




Chapter Two: Methodology 
 
Ka korokī te manu, ka wairori te kutu 
The birds are chattering, the beaks are moving 
 
Kaupapa Māori Theory was chosen to underpin the study as it directly correlates with 
creating positive outcomes for Māori communities. This chapter will firstly introduce 
Kaupapa Māori Theory, explaining its inception and why I chose this theory to underpin 
my project. Secondly, a definition of the six Kaupapa Māori principles, as informed by 
Graham Smith (2002) will be described in their transformative power in education. 
Thirdly, the methods employed in this project will be discussed including information 
surrounding participants. Finally, the data analysis methods employed, including coding 
and thematic analysis will be discussed. This chapter concludes with a summary of the 
points examined. 
 
Kaupapa Māori Theory  
Kaupapa Māori Theory was derived to support all aspects of Māori research from the 
researcher, the research itself or those being researched (Smith, 2002a). Kaupapa Māori 
Theory most closely relates to Critical Theory by Paulo Freire. A small component of 
which is critical of the banking concept of education and seeks liberation for oppressed 
peoples (Freire, 2000). The intended aim of Kaupapa Māori Theory is to provide a 
framework in which Māori cultural pedagogy is responded to appropriately and 
accordingly worked toward changing the oppressive social order from a uniquely Māori 
perspective (Pihama, 2010; Smith, 2002a). This theory ensures positive outcomes for 
Māori are kept at the forefront of research projects that involve any aspect of the Māori 
world or Māori wellbeing.  
 
This translates directly into education, as the principles that underpin the theoretical 
praxis align with culturally responsive pedagogy (Smith, 2002a). Kaupapa Māori Theory 
has been fiercely fought for and defended by both Māori and non-Māori academics as a 
conceptualisation of an indigenous framework that supports transformative action 
(Smith, 2002a). Some even argue that kaupapa Māori research does not in fact exist 
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(Helen Moewaka-Barnes, 2002), however, regardless of misconceptions, this framework 
was created, and continues to be modified, to switch the narrative from talking ‘about’ 
Māori methodologies, to being able to engage in and respond to research surrounding 
Māori issues from a Māori perspective (Smith, 2002a). Pihama (2010) insists Kaupapa 
Māori Theory is fundamentally about breaking away from Western theories about 
indigenous cultures and engage in theories that are meaningful to us as tangata whenua. 
She continues to argue that the dominance of Western theoretical frameworks are being 
challenged and this does not sit easily with many academics who have spent their careers 
talking about Māori epistemology.  
 
There is a collective consensus amongst researchers that Kaupapa Māori Theory means 
something slightly different to each person, depending on their lens and possibly their 
upbringing (Eketone, 2008; Helen Moewaka-Barnes, 2002; Mane, 2009; Pihama, 2010; 
Smith, 2002a; Walker, Eketone, & Gibbs, 2006). The main theme that emerges however 
remains the same which is the intention of creating a theoretical framework that 
encompasses Māori epistemology and ensures positive outcomes for Māori issues. 
Kaupapa Māori Theory is both empowering for Māori and undoubtedly unsettling for a 
wider political view on Western dominance in this country. Therefore, despite opposition 
and queries around its existence, this theory continues to support Māori within the 
academy and subsequently ensures positive interactions are employed when embarking 
on research and positive outcomes are sought as a result of the research for Māori 
communities.  
 
Smith (2002a) identified six key principles embedded within Kaupapa Māori Theory that 
can serve to support disparities faced in our education system. These are: tino 
rangatiratanga: the principle of self-determination; taonga tuku iho: the principle of 
cultural aspiration; kaupapa: the principle of collective philosophy; kia piki ake i ngā 
raruraru o te kainga: the principle of socio-economic mediation; ako: culturally preferred 
pedagogy and; whānau: extended family structure. I chose to use Kaupapa Māori Theory 
to inform my study as I could immediately see the connection between the transformative 
nature of this theory and its ability to inform culturally responsive practice in education. 
This is supported by the six principles. Rangimarie Mahuika (2002, p. 39) asserts “these 
principles have obvious potential for addressing the educational crisis facing Māori 
students within schools in Aotearoa.” This makes the connection between Kaupapa 
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Māori Theory and culturally responsive pedagogy a natural choice for myself as a 
researcher on this particular project where the desired outcome is positive change 
effected for Māori students in mainstream education. 
 
Listed below are the six principles that inform Kaupapa Māori Theory and its connection 
to educational reform for Māori. Their qualities are examined and an example of how 
this can be effective within teaching practice are suggested.  
 
Tino Rangatiratanga: The principle of self determination 
Tino Rangatiratanga empowers Māori to have control over their own fate by taking the 
lead on all things related to culture. Smith (2002a) describes tino rangatiratanga as 
seeking meaningful control over a person’s life and cultural well-being. Through this 
exercise of control, Māori are able to halt the process of assimilation and start addressing 
the issues faced due to colonisation from a Māori worldview. This principle can be 
addressed in schools where Māori students and whānau are encouraged to share their 
aspirations and be a part of conversations surrounding curriculum. Through 
empowerment and the opportunity for autonomy over key decisions surrounding 
education, Māori are more likely to be dedicated to achieving outcomes that will 
ultimately lead to successful engagement in learning (Smith, 2002a). 
 
Taonga Tuku Iho: The principle of cultural aspiration 
This principle asserts the legitimacy of Māori language and knowledge as vehicles of 
success and opens the pathway to a Māori way of being (Smith, 2002a). Emphasising 
these aspects of culture ensures the areas of Māori spirituality and holistic views remain 
authentic and recognised as a way of being. Not embracing this aspect of recognition of 
culture has historically been an intentional oversight by Pākehā strategies employed to 
address Māori issues (Smith, 2002a). Cultural aspiration plays a role in the learning 
environment of a student, as language and knowledge are the feathers that help guide 
students as they soar through their journey of cultural discovery. Therefore the inclusion 
of concepts that are precious and central to Māori culture remain integral to the 
implementation of culturally responsive practice.  
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Kaupapa: Principle of collective philosophy 
The principle of kaupapa, a collective philosophy has been identified that to be beneficial 
in schools, as evident through Te Kohanga Reo and Kura Kaupapa Māori, where the 
collective vision from the school and whānau are about what they want to see happening 
in the schools and how this is written into the curriculum (Smith, 2002a). Mainstream 
education can also foster this viewpoint when encouraging and supporting teachers to 
become culturally responsive practitioners by ensuring that culturally responsive practice 
is embedded into the school charter and is worked toward by not just teachers, but the 
school body as a whole.  
 
Kia Piki Ake i Ngā Raruraru o te Kainga: Principle of socio-economic mediation 
At an educational level, the principle of socio-economic mediation encourages parents 
and families to ensure education is valued, even though they may be experiencing socio-
economic pressures that threaten a staunch position of advocacy for education (Smith, 
2002a). This translates directly into culturally responsive practice as a student who 
experiences continual success at school can arguably feel more confident to pursue 
higher education or seek a job that may be challenging to their current level of 
knowledge, therefore potentially gaining the ability to further the socio-economic status 
of themselves and their whānau. By obtaining a degree or entry into a job they are 
passionate about, they are more likely to become a successfully contributing member of 
society. Therein coming full circle from the original initiative of being a culturally 
responsive practitioner and seeing the impact of that at a socio-economic level.  
 
Ako Māori: Culturally preferred pedagogy 
Ako provides the understanding that learning is a reciprocal practice. Smith (2002a, p. 
468) states “this principle reinforces the need for culturally appropriate teaching and 
learning strategies.” He continues on to reiterate that the principle of ako requires 
teachers to ensure they are employing teaching strategies that connect with the diversity 
each student brings with them as a result of their own cultural background and life 
circumstances. This is not limited only to Māori specific teaching strategies however, but 
it is open to adapt Pākehā teaching strategies, ensuring the learning is aligned with a 
Māori worldview. By adopting this way of seeing a child as a cultural being and by 
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employing a range of effective strategies, teachers illustrate to Māori students that their 
culture, knowledge and language is valued, and by extension so too are they.  
 
Whānau: Extended family structure 
Smith (2002a) believes in the construct of education, whānau can be viewed as the wider 
support network for children. It places the onus on all family members to be involved 
and actively supportive of all of the children in the family regarding their education. 
Rangimarie Mahuika (2002) maintains that the concept of whānau extends beyond the 
realm of being a principle. It provides the basic constructs that inform the way in which 
Māori culture and society are structured. She continues on to reiterate how this will 
undoubtedly differ between tribes, family and people, depending on their particular set 
of beliefs and circumstances. With this understanding, the principle of whānau can 
therefore also be applied when looking at the culture of a child. All areas of their whānau 
must be included and addressed in order to teach in a culturally responsive manner. This 
includes but is not exclusive to: family, both immediate and extended; community; 
interests and hobbies; home environment and; friend circles to name just a few. Again, it 
will differ from child to child, as they each bring with them a unique construct of how 
their culture is valued and celebrated by their family. By understanding and including 
these different aspects of a child’s environment, they see that they are valued and their 
life outside of school can and does have an impact on their learning.  
 
The principles of ako and whānau appear in the strongest nature throughout this thesis, 
with the remaining principles being applied less often. This is due to the nature of the 
data gathered, as these are the two areas that participants identified most readily in their 
practice. That does not mean to say that all of the principles are not important, however, 
it highlights that ako and whānau appear to be easier for teachers to connect with.  
 
Methods 
I interviewed five participants across the Kura Kaupapa Māori6, early childhood and 
primary education sectors. There was a range of Māori and non-Māori, beginner teacher 
                                                 
6 Māori language immersion primary school 
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to 20 plus years of experience, and also between Māori immersion7, bilingual8 and 
English medium schools and early childhood education (ECE) centres. I believe it was 
important for me to source these differences in fluency, teaching experience, school 
language environment and between ECE and primary, to try and capture the most 
accurate picture of today’s current climate of culturally responsive teaching. Initially I 
had only intended to focus on the primary education sector, however, as I have two young 
children who are currently in an ECE cente, I decided to also add the early years sector 
into my project and try to draw some similarities and comparisons to the range of 
challenges each sector faces when implementing culturally responsive practice.  
 
A shift that occurred during the process was the unintentional focus I had with my 
interview participants. It was only after I had interviewed them all that I realised all of 
the practitioners worked and lived in Dunedin, therefore narrowing the scope to just this 
particular city context. This was a welcome focal shift for me as a researcher, as my 
children will be attending school in Dunedin and I feel privileged to be given an insider 
view to the current status of culturally responsive pedagogy in the mainstream education 
system in Dunedin. 
 
Insider research 
As I am a member of the teaching profession, a member of the community within which 
I conducted my research and I have a prior relationship with each school and centre 
before my research began, I had the dual role, as many indigenous researchers do, of 
being both an insider and outsider reseacher. T. Rewi (2014) defines an insider researcher 
as “a person who is in a position of privilege by way of kinship, relationship, immediate 
of extended.” My position within the community and the fact that I already knew the 
people I was to interview presents me with the privilege, as Rewi mentioned, of being 
allowed to access information that may not have been shared with a non-indigenous 
researcher. Tuhiwai Smith (2012) states “Insider research needs to be as ethical and 
respectful, as reflexive and critical, as outside research. It also needs to be humble.” This 
is due to the fact that insider researchers have a different role within their research 
whānau and humility and respect needs to be applied in order to preserve relationships. 
                                                 
7 Full immersion te reo Māori education 
8 Subjects are taught in both the Māori and English languages 
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Additionally as an insider researcher, I bear the responsibility to ensure the information 
gathered does not stop at the presentation of my findings and that I continue to ensure 
positive outcomes for my community come as a result of my research. This is a key 
principle of Kaupapa Māori Theory, which is of course the methodology used to underpin 
my research. 
 
Before beginning my interviews, I already had some pre-conceived ideas about the 
outcomes of our conversations. I believed that those teaching in a bi-lingual setting would 
undoubtedly be at an advantage of teaching in a culturally responsive manner, as, with te 
reo Māori as a medium, one large aspect of cultural responsiveness was already being 
addressed. I was surprised, however, to find that this was not necessarily the case. 
Although cultural responsiveness was a goal, they still faced similar adversities to the 
teachers in mainstream. This came as a surprising revelation and has added another 
dimension to this research. 
 
Data analysis 
During the initial phase of my data collection I employed qualitative analysis. Zhang and 
Wildemuth (2009, p. 319) states “Qualitative analysis of content involves a process 
designed to condense raw data into categories or themes based on valid inference and 
interpretation.” Using this method of data analysis allowed me to search for themes and 
patterns, summarise the data and to add in my own experience as both a learner and a 
teacher. I also felt it was a more holistic way of approaching analysing the narratives 
entered into between the participants and myself. As Helen Moewaka-Barnes (2002, p. 
31) asserts “a number of Māori researchers see qualitative methods as being particularly 
well suited to Māori.” The first part of data gathering was to conduct interviews and read 
relevant research on the range of topics covered in the scope of this project. Qualitative 
analysis also lends itself particularly to interviewing as it allows the researcher to talk 
with and listen to their participants in order to give meaning to what is being shared 
(Corcoran & Stewart, 1998). 
 
Conventional qualitative analysis of content was then employed. This involves creating 
categories taken directly from the raw data (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009). I used coding 
in the form of highlighting common findings to identify the emerging themes. I was 
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surprised to find there were very few outlying ideas presented amongst participants. I am 
not sure if this was due to the nature of the questions posed, however it did draw a strong 
conclusion for the direction of this thesis.  
 
In the final analytical phase, I employed thematic analysis, intertwining the themes that 
emerged from across the interviews and finding the links, if any to Kaupapa Māori 
Theory. Guest, MacQueen, and Namey (2011, p. 10) state “Thematic analyses move 
beyond counting explicit words or phrases and focuses on identifying and describing 
both implicit and explicit ideas within the data, that is themes.” This fits nicely with 
Kaupapa Māori Theory as it allows the researcher to involve themselves in the data 
analysis. The emergence of these themes guided how the following chapters in this thesis 
proceeded. 
 
It was important to me to conduct each interview in a manner that was culturally 
responsive. This was essential for me to observe, as being culturally responsive is not 
just isolated to the classroom, as Kaupapa Māori Theory continues to aptly inform us. 
Conducting the interview in this manner that responds to tikanga (protocol) is not only 
being responsive to the welfare of the interviewee but it is being responsive to my cultural 
needs. I therefore feel that my participants and I had a more authentic exchange than we 
would have, had I not observed the interview processes outlined below.  
 
The participants were able to dictate the time and place that best suited them; interviews 
began and ended with a karakia; appropriate acknowledgement was given in the form of 
a mihi (greeting); food was provided and a small koha (donation) was given for their time 
and engagement.  
 
Questions were semi structured, however the interview flowed in the direction that the 
participants own unique story took it, as I wished to afford participants Tino 
Rangatiratanga allowing them control over their own narratives and how they told them. 
In an effort for the conversation to be natural and fluid, I asked the proposed questions 
and also asked questions in response to their individual stories and experiences. The 
structured questions are attached as Appendix 1. 
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From these and further probing questions, I was able to get a whole picture of what each 
participant’s opinion was surrounding cultural responsiveness; where they stand with it 
in their current teaching practice; what some of the issues are that they face when trying 
to implement culturally responsive practice; and what are some ways that will be helpful 





The table below outlines each participant relating to their participant number; gender; 
what education sector they teach in; classroom language learning environment and length 
of teaching experience.  
 
Table 1: Participant information 
Participant # 1 2 3 4 




















9 years 4 years 6 months 20 years 
 
 
I chose to provide anonymity for the participants so they felt unencumbered to share 
openly with me any difficulties they either currently face or have faced and be secure this 
information would not adversely affect their current job, or future job aspirations. 
Walford* (2005, p. 85) supports this research technique by stating “…it is seen as the 
ethical thing to do, to protect those involved in the research from any potential possible 
harm or embarrassment deriving from publication of books or articles about them.” In 
the thesis, interview participants are therefore referred to as ‘Participant #’ with their 
corresponding number applied to them illustrated in Table 1 above. 
 
Another discovery that was contrary to my initial thoughts was the disclosure of the 
recently graduated teacher on their experience with culturally responsive teaching at 
Teachers College. It surprised me to find out they felt very supported in that area during 
their time studying and were confident to a certain degree to implement the practice. 
What was unsurprising however was their confusion about how to incorporate what they 
had learnt into everyday teaching practice as well as meet the demands of teaching. This 
was a common theme amongst the interviewees and something I experienced personally 
                                                 
9 A child centred method of education used at specialised Montessori ECE centres 
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in my own teaching. I firmly believe most teachers strive to provide their students with 
the best possible learning programme that meets them where their learning needs are.  
 
This, in theory, is much easier to address then trying to meet their cultural needs. Let us 
not forget that teachers also have many other demands on their time. There is duty to the 
school; meetings; coaching; lunch duty; communicating with parents; talking through 
problems that arise between students; supporting students emotionally; reporting to 
supervisors and the Ministry of Education to name just a few. hooks (2003, p. 14) echoes 
“the classroom is one of the most dynamic work settings precisely because we are given 
such a short amount of time to do so much.” These jobs are not considered above and 
beyond the ordinary work that a teacher does in a day, but the reality is that each of the 
duties on their own take up a considerable amount of time. It is therefore not unreasonable 
that teachers, although passionate, take the ‘easier’ road when planning for their class. 
This is also not to take away that seemingly ‘easy planning’ still takes a considerable 
time and is by no means without purpose or being responsive to the learning needs of 
children. However, it leaves little to no room to seek extra information that would aid in 
the quest to provide a comprehensive culturally responsive teaching programme.  
 
The Ministry of Education (2013) express “success is more likely to be experienced when 
students are learning in a manner that is relevant, contextual and purposeful to the 
learner.” The missing factor in mainstream education for Māori students, it appears, is 




There were a number of issues I took into consideration when recruiting my participants. 
My goal was to provide a broad range of teachers across a variety of the primary and 
early childhood educational sectors so I could represent the most accurate picture I could 
with the limited number of participants afforded me. I am aware this is a small study that 
provides a snapshot of the current climate of cultural responsiveness in Dunedin, 
however, it is a good starting point. I also felt that the inclusion of a Montessori Early 
Childhood Centre would provide further insight into cultural responsiveness as their 
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curriculum focuses on child centered authentic learning, and coupled with Te Whāriki10, 
provides a holistic base point for teaching and learning. 
 
As I have mentioned above, I decided anonymity was the best pathway for the interview 
participants. This was firstly to provide them with a safe space to be open about any 
challenges they have faced surrounding the issue of culturally responsive teaching. 
Secondly, Dunedin is a city, but not altogether large, so I believe it was best for 
participants to remain anonymous so that no negative consequences could be derived 
from any statements made about either present or past employers.  
 
I also make a disclaimer that I did not ask interview participants in advance whether or 
not they believed themselves to be culturally responsive practitioners. I merely stated the 
topic of my project and asked if they would like to participate. I believe this is an 
important issue to declare, as every effort was made to gather information from a variety 
of different educational situations and also to maintain the integrity of a random sample.  
 
Change of scope 
There are a number of ways in which the scope has changed over the duration of this 
project. One being the unintended focus on Dunedin mainstream education and the 
exclusion of one of the participants who was working at a Kura Kaupapa Māori at the 
time of the interview. The second being the addition of the early childhood education 
sector into the project.  
 
I had initially intended to draw comparisons to how the local Kura Kaupapa Māori 
achieves cultural responsiveness and conclude with any similarities or differences faced 
in the efforts of being a culturally responsive practitioner. However, the focus of the 
scope of my project changed, as in my experience mainstream education has less support 
in the subject area. This has impacted on one of my interview participants, Tiahuia Kawe-
Small, a teacher and ex-principal in both mainstream education and the Kura Kaupapa 
Māori education sectors for over 25 years. She is a notable and reputable figure in the 
lower South Island education system who has humbly agreed to let me use our 
                                                 
10 Ministry of Education curriculum document for Early Childhood Centres 
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conversation as personal communication throughout this thesis. Consequently, there are 
only four interview participants referred to in this thesis. The dialogue and information 




Kaupapa Māori Theory was the methodology that informed the study as it promotes 
transformative practice for Māori. Additionally, the theory has principles embedded 
within it that support Māori success in education. Kaupapa Māori Theory has also 
provided a basis upon which interviews proceeded as it supports appropriate cultural 
practice when entering into research that focuses on things Māori. The concept of 
ensuring successful outcomes for Māori come as a result of Māori research encouraged 
the manner in which the final analytical chapter was written. This focuses on what can 
be done to assist teachers to effect positive change for Māori students in mainstream 
education. The emphasis on effecting positive change for Māori as a result of research 
has encouraged me as a researcher to aim to further this topic in order to see positive 
effects for Māori in mainstream education happen on a larger scale.  
 
Qualitative analysis was used when analysing interviews which allowed me to use my 
lens as both a teacher and learner to identify information that pertained specifically to 
culturally responsive education. Within this analysis phase, coding was used which aided 
me further to find themes. Finally, thematic analysis was employed to group the themes 
and allowed me to find subsequent links to Kaupapa Māori Theory.  
 
Interview participants were selected as a random sample that I hoped would cover a range 
of teaching experience with a vast knowledge surrounding culturally responsive practice. 
Through conversations with each interview participant I felt privileged to get to know 
them as both a practitioner and an advocate for Māori student success. It is through 
conversations such as these that the issues surrounding successful implementation of 
Māori pedagogies can be unearthed and addressed. Participants were offered anonymity 
to preserve their identity and ensure they felt they were in a safe space to share their 
thoughts on their experience of culturally responsive teaching throughout their careers 
without the potential of backlash from current or future employers. Interviews were also 
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conducted in a manner that reflected the concept of cultural responsiveness. This 
included allowing interview participants the autonomy to choose their preferred time and 
place for the interview; questions were structured, however the interview process allowed 
participants to take their story in the direction they felt best reflected their thoughts and 
experience and an acknowledgement of their time was given in the form of a koha.  
 
The findings from this research will provide insight into some of the issues raised by the 
participants. By researching and writing on the topic of culturally responsive teaching is 
another avenue for me as a researcher valuing and respecting their input and ensuring the 
work I do continues to give back to the Māori community in Dunedin, which aligns with 
the Kaupapa Māori principle of Kaupapa, ensuring research around Māori wellbeing 
elicits positive changes for our Māori community. 
 
This chapter has discussed the methodological and theoretical framework of the study as 
well as highlighting the primary qualitative methods and analysis employed. Chapter 




Chapter Three: Current practice in Dunedin 
 
Ko te ata nui, ka horaina 
The important early morning, spreading over the surface of the earth 
 
It is not from a lack of wanting to participate fully in education that sees a significant 
number of Māori students disengage. On the contrary, findings from the Te Kotahitanga 
research of Bishop and Berryman (2006) concluded Māori students wished to engage in 
their school and achieve high academically, but many felt the teacher’s lack of respect 
for them and their culture proved a barrier. O’Regan (2011) believes success by Māori 
in mainstream education is only accredited to their academic achievement and therefore 
their ability to assimilate to a Pākehā system of education. It was surmised in earlier 
research that Māori students were only able to achieve on an equal level academically if 
their living situation more closely reflected that of their Pākehā counterpart (Bishop & 
Glynn, 2003). From this stems the misconception that in order for Māori to succeed in 
the mainstream system, a more ‘Pākehā’ approach to their lives must be adopted. 
Following this biased belief supports a school system that strips culture as a way of 
encouraging Māori achievement, however, one only needs to delve into the literature 
surrounding culturally responsive teaching to reveal this thinking as grossly flawed. It is 
of course counter intuitive, as Māori students will undoubtedly flourish in the same 
learning environment if their cultural and linguistic needs are addressed, respected and 
responded to accordingly (Bishop & Berryman, 2006; Bishop & Glynn, 2003).  
 
This chapter contains insights into how teachers/educators in Dunedin mainstream 
schools are currently implementing culturally responsive pedagogy into their teaching. It 
explores how cultural responsiveness to students’ needs can be addressed using Māori 
teaching concepts such as ako (to teach and learn) and subsequently tuakana-teina 
(mentoring), with the inclusion of prior knowledge and lessons that are practical and 
relevant to learners. The importance of building positive relationships is reinforced, 
which extends to positive communication with students, whānau inclusion in student 
learning, an open communication pathway between teachers and whānau and using 
genealogy to make connections. Also identified is how creating a conducive learning 
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environment both inside and outside of the classroom poses as essential elements when 
implementing culturally responsive practice.  
 
Ako 
The term ako provides the belief that teaching can be reciprocal and recognises at times 
there can be a natural power shift between both teacher and learner (Pere, 1982; P. Rewi, 
2010). Ako is a key concept when looking into Māori education, as the term ako is the 
Māori word for teach, and also means to learn. It is a recurring principle identified in 
almost all of the aforementioned theories and documents, highlighting just how important 
the concept is in the implementation of culturally responsive pedagogy. As outlined in 
the Kaupapa Māori principles, ako informs teachers to apply a range of teaching 
strategies, focusing on creating a dynamic relationship between teacher and student (New 
Zealand Education Council, 2011; Smith, 2002a). A number of approaches were 
employed by interviewees in response to adopting a range of teaching strategies. These 
were: adopting the concept of tuakana-teina, a power sharing teaching and learning 
relationship that offers students the opportunity to take on the role of teacher or mentor; 
acknowledgement that students bring with them their own prior knowledge on subjects 




Pere (1982) recognises traditional Māori teaching reflected that everybody is a learner 
from the instant they are born. At various times throughout one’s life, some people can 
be more knowledgeable than others on certain things. Pere (1982, p. 49) also supports 
the traditional model of the learner being the master, stating “tohunga [experts] … 
realized the world was constantly changing and that people who were their pupils one 
day could surpass them in the light of discovering new knowledge.” In education, 
acknowledging there are areas where children can adopt the position of master will build 
confidence and highlight the value of their unique contribution to the classroom. “Such 
a position stands in contrast to traditional positions where knowledge is determined by 
the teacher and children are required to leave who they are at the door of the classroom 
or school gate” (Bishop, 2003, p. 229). Consequently, by encouraging initiative and 
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responsibility, Māori students are more likely to feel their ideas have merit and that their 
unique perspectives and insights are respected by their teacher and peers.  
 
Having students driving their learning means they are more involved with the work and 
enjoyed it more (Participant 4). This teaching strategy informed by the concept of ako is 
the reciprocal teaching approach, which in a Māori method of thinking is referred to as 
tuakana-teina. As has been exemplified, this can include knowledge transmission from 
an older to younger person; vice versa; or a peer to peer approach to teaching and 
learning. This involves another method - power shifting where older students, or a person 
with more knowledge on a subject, mentor younger students, or a person with less 
knowledge on a given subject. It mirrors the natural order one experiences in whānau 
constructs where older siblings care for and nurture the younger members of their family 
(Pere, 1982; P. Rewi, 2010). This does not always reflect age, as a younger person may 
offer expertise in a given area to an older person. Respect plays an important role here, 
as with any teacher-learner relationship and although this is a very normal approach to 
switching roles between being a teacher and learner, efforts must be made in order to 
show reciprocal respect during this experience in order to preserve mana (Pere, 1982).  
 
Participant 3 commented on the change of engagement they witnessed when allowing 
Māori students to be the experts during the time their class was learning te reo Māori. 
“They get to be the experts and they can tell their mates at the group what’s going on, 
they take a pride in teaching their mates which is really cool, I think it just brings out the 
best in them.” This does not go to say that the expert must always be the one leading the 
conversation on a given topic. Children are more likely to be imaginative and explore 
problem solving ideas when given the freedom to think on things themselves (Kawe-
Small, personal communication, 2018). Therefore, teachers, or the tuakana (senior) in 
many learning situations, can exercise restraint when delivering information and instead 
view themselves as the navigator of the waka (canoe) of learning. By allowing children 
the time to think for themselves on a given subject, teachers empower students and 
reinforce that even though they may not currently know much factually on a given topic, 
they still have the ability to use their minds to pose theories or make discoveries through 
lateral thinking. The role of the tuakana in this situation would be to guide the students 
toward their desired destination or learning outcome. This approach can be very 
successful when students are given the opportunity to flourish. It builds trust amongst 
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students in the class and supports the notion that every student and their opinion is valued. 
Each student can see straight away that they do not have to be sponges, mindlessly taking 
in information, but they can in fact lead the way when it comes to certain topics. This 
style of giving deference to someone with more knowledge bodes well in many other 
situations like, for example, having a job. Bishop and Glynn (2003, pp. 132-133) assert 
“we are suggesting students who currently achieve at school will do even better in power-
sharing classrooms because they will be able to learn, develop and practise those skills 
necessary for the future.” From experience being encouraged to be the tuakana, students 
have been given the practise and confidence they need to speak up when they feel there 
is more information to be offered. Participant 3 acknowledged there were times they 
made the student the expert, such as in the tuakana-teina approach. They felt this was 
particularly empowering for the Māori students in their classroom as they had a platform 
where they could be proud of their culture and at the same time contribute their prior 
knowledge to the topic at hand. The teacher observed during these times, the children 
aforementioned, had made quite a shift in attitude. They presented as more confident 
individuals and showed increased ability to share with their class in meaningful ways. 
Bishop (2003, p. 229) states “teachers should interact with students in a way that new 
knowledge is co-created.” Allowing children to be the leader or the expert shows them 
their teacher trusts in their ability to lead and provides a safe environment to showcase 
their talents or special interests.  
 
Prior knowledge 
Although children may come from the same place, the same iwi or the same whānau, that 
does not mean to say they hold the same interests. Part of the graduating teacher standards 
state that teachers must validate the unique perspective and prior knowledge students 
bring with them (New Zealand Education Council, 2011). Subsequently, an important 
aspect of relationship building is understanding each child and what their individual 
interests and strengths are. Bishop (2003, p. 230) suggests “new ideas are incorporated 
by being linked to prior knowledge. Hence the importance of creating learning contexts 
where students’ prior knowledge is welcome and indeed essential.” Participant 1 gave an 
example of taking new whānau through an informal interview process in order to better 
understand the child and what they were used to in their home environment. They asked 
questions surrounding culture, likes and dislikes, routines, food intolerances and 
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allergies, for example. All of these gave the teacher a common arena of interest for 
initiating positive conversations and interactions with both the child and their family. It 
also gave teachers a foundation for building trust as the child could see their teacher was 
taking a genuine interest in them as an individual. Including prior knowledge was 
identified as a powerful tool for Māori student engagement. This was illustrated in the 
principle of wānanga within Tātaiako and Te Kotahitanga, where students sharing 
knowledge on a topic was encouraged and celebrated (Bishop & Berryman, 2009; New 
Zealand Education Council, 2011). 
 
Practical and relevant 
Interviewees felt very strongly that in order to teach effectively the material must be 
practical and relevant to the learner. Bishop (2003, p. 233) echoes this view “learning is 
related to questions that have personal and social significance.” This notion was 
consistent for participants from across both the ECE11 and primary sectors. The main 
difference experienced between the two sectors, however, was the freedom ECE 
experience when following the interests and needs of the child, due to their curriculum 
document Te Whāriki, which offers a very holistic approach to teaching and learning and 
is very supportive of following the needs of the child. “Children’s capabilities often 
fluctuate from day to day … a curriculum for the early years must be flexible enough to 
accommodate these fluctuations, providing familiar experiences alongside new 
opportunities for exploration and change” (Ministry of Education, 2017, p. 13).  
 
Participant 4 recounted the time a student showed interest in one of the climbing trees in 
the centre’s outside learning and play area. The teachers at the centre took the opportunity 
to open up dialogue about Tāne Mahuta (God of the forest and birds) and they were able 
to have a rich discussion about a core Māori concept, for thinking about and interacting 
with the natural environment. It is examples like this that illustrate the potential for 
incorporating cultural responsiveness organically following children’s interest and for 
including the Kaupapa Māori principle Taonga Tuku Iho. Participant 2 stated “I always, 
whenever I plan, I try and always pluck out first and foremost the connection to the 
environmental world.” They gave the example of using Papatūānuku (Earth mother) 
when looking at the nature of science. Similarly, if the class was researching the forest 
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and native birds then they would base lessons around Tāne Mahuta. This emphasises 
both the use of the natural environment and mātauranga Māori when thinking about the 
learning environment. Learning in a holistic environment is fundamental to growing. In 
response to providing holistic content, Participant 3 insists “if we’re doing some sort of 
inquiry research thing, if we’re looking at science in the universe, we might look at 
Matariki and that.” By providing a holistic approach to lessons, it opens up the gate for 
the lesson to then be continued outside the classroom and explored further. A possible 
progression from classroom based learning about the stars for example is to visit an 
observatory. Insisting that lessons more closely reflect a context that is immediately 
accessible by Māori students will inevitably encourage their success within those lessons 
(Ministry of Education, 2017). 
 
Positive relationships  
Building positive relationships ranked very highly amongst interview participants. It was 
identified as one of the key factors to engaging with Māori students. This was identified 
by Bishop and Berryman (2006, p. 259) who state, “when positive relationships were 
built up in their classrooms, through their having respect for the cultural knowledge and 
aspirations of their students, this resulted in improved student behavior, engagement, and 
involvement in learning for all students.” Participants identified the difference they 
experienced when interacting with students with whom they had built up a positive 
rapport. “The biggest element that can engage a learner and will have a learner succeed 
is always going to be the relationship that develops between the teacher and the learner, 
so relationships are really important” (Participant 2). They believed when students 
trusted them to make decisions that were in their best interests, they were more engaged 
with their work.  
 
Creating positive relationships with Māori students encompassed: teachers having 
positive communication with students; engaging with whānau and including them in the 
learning progress of their child which includes creating communication pathways home; 
and using pepehā (tribal connections and motto maxims) and whakapapa (genealogy) as 




The form of language used and how a message is delivered was identified as a major 
contributing factor in forming positive relationships when speaking to students, as 
communication has the ability to uplift or destroy relationships (Participant 2). Effective 
communication can be viewed in many ways. It is easy to believe that speaking Māori to 
Māori children is being culturally responsive. That is not the case, if, for example, the 
child does not know the language or harbors a misconception that the Māori language is 
inferior. Speaking and delivering te reo Māori is quite a separate issue to communication 
as a whole and is a subject matter in its own right. This paragraph focuses more directly 
on ‘in what way a child is being spoken to’ rather than ‘in what language’. Participant 4 
describes the communicative environment as belonging to both the physical and spiritual 
realm, “it just means we have to think of a way to look around things and that is hard in 
mainstream, or a context where one is different to a Māori context, where one is quite 
physical, and one is not.” In this context they are referring to the way in which students 
are spoken to and the nature of language they hear. This both includes and ascends the 
use of te reo Māori. Children should be spoken to with respect, even if the message is not 
one they particularly wish to hear at the time. Participant 2 states it is important that 
teachers model what effective communication looks like and ensure that the manner in 
which they deliver feedback or instructions does not belittle the child. It is from our 
examples as teachers, whanau, hapū, iwi and community that children will learn how to 
communicate with one another in the classroom. Take again for example the tuakana-
teina approach. If children have seen good modelling of effective and positive 
communication, they are better placed to be an effective communicator and teacher 
themselves, when given the time and opportunity.  
 
Whānau  
Whānau involvement was a high priority amongst participants. MacSuga-Gage et al. 
(2012, p. 17) reiterate “home-school connections play an integral role in creating a 
positive classroom climate.” Participant 4 described the relationship as something that 
connected teachers to families on a deeper level, “it’s always been about whānau and 
whanaungatanga, that means involving families in the centre as best we can and trying 
to target Māori aspects. It’s the whole aroha of the family, it’s the wairua, it’s beautiful. 
And I don’t think it gets acknowledged enough.” They gave an example for building 
 44 
relationships with whānau using an online communication tool called Educa12, where 
teachers post updates of children and notices that whanāu can connect to. Participant 4 
enjoys that this tool has enabled whānau from all across the world to connect with what 
their tamariki (children) and mokopuna (grandchildren) are doing each day thus 
providing a communication pathway that enables the commitment of both teachers and 
whānau to flourish and actively engage.  
 
Establishing a positive rapport with whānau was listed as a major contributor of 
relationship building and the positive impact this can have on the student-teacher 
interactions. Participant 2 concludes, “in a good classroom the best kind of teachers are 
the ones who have really good relationships with the students and it’s because they know 
them. It’s really important to have whānau.” The majority of participants emphasised 
the effort they go to in order to create and maintain that connection with whānau. One 
such way of doing this was to invite whānau in for a shared kai (meal) at their respective 
education facility. It allows a space for family to be in their child’s daily environment 
and further cemented their engagement with the school or centre. Interviewees identified 
that providing informal get togethers stripped away some of the anxiety experienced by 
a number of parents when being in an educational institution. This was particularly 
relevant if they did not have good experiences themselves as children at school 
(Participant 2). Participant 4 found these interactions remarkably worthwhile as they 
were able to have informal conversations and get to know the whānau better. Creating a 
relationship with family provides the opportunity to engage parents with their child’s 
learning (Smith, 2002a).  
 
In my own teaching practice I witnessed the power of transformation that was possible 
when whānau engagement was prioritised, particularly when dealing with children who 
were struggling academically or experiencing difficulties in their home lives. I once had 
a student who struggled with literacy and at the age of 11 was writing at the level of a 
five year old. After trying a number of different strategies to engage interest, I engaged 
the whānau in supporting the child with their learning. We talked about what the writing 
style was, what National Standards were and how they were scaled, and also what 
                                                 
12 Early Childhood Documentation and Learning Story ePortfolio Software. Used by ECE Centres to 
upload pictures and stories documenting a child’s time at the Centre. Can be logged in from any device 
and viewed from around the world 
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interested the student outside of school. From this, the family as a whole, parents and 
siblings included, felt they were in a better position to support their child. The simple 
task of being asked what they had written that day gave the child a sense of empowerment 
and they did not feel as though they were carrying the burden of writing alone. By the 
end of the year this student’s writing had improved almost to the point where they were 
writing at the level deemed suitable for their age. I experienced a positive shift when 
whānau had an understanding of what was happening for their child at school and what 
difficulties their child may be facing that could have an impact on engagement and 
enjoyment of learning. These examples support the principle of whānau and the 
transformative power creating positive relationships with whānau members has on the 
success of Māori students (Ministry of Education, 2013, 2017; New Zealand Education 
Council, 2011; Smith, 2002b). Encouraging parents and the wider family members to be 
active participants in their child’s education has had proven positive outcomes for Māori 
students’ academic success and enjoyment. 
 
Communication home 
Following on from whānau involvement, is the forging of a relationship between teachers 
and whānau where communication home is a positive experience. I experienced in my 
own teaching practice that children were more responsive to achieving goals when they 
knew their parents or caregivers would be personally contacted for progress updates. 
Unfortunately, often phone calls home to family are generally reserved for when a child 
has had a misdemeanour. MacSuga-Gage et al. (2012, p. 20) believe one important 
implementation strategy is to “set up a regular schedule of communication with parents 
around positive student academic or social behaviour, for example, sending a brief 
positive monthly email to all families.” I was fortunate enough to work for a Principal 
who encouraged at least three phone calls home per week that relayed a positive message 
about a student's piece of work or behaviour. These calls were incredibly well received 
and appreciated by all parents and caregivers that I had made contact with. There were a 
number of positive outcomes resulting from these communications. Firstly, it encouraged 
me to constantly focus on what students were doing well. This shifted focus from a deficit 
viewpoint of where they needed to be academically, to one that reflected solely on their 
achievements either academic or social. Secondly, because a relationship had already 
been established, parents were much more open when they did receive phone calls or had 
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to come in for meetings regarding behaviour. Students experienced the benefit of this 
type of relationship building between teacher and whānau as they felt their efforts were 
acknowledged by their teacher and further recognised in their home life (Participant 1). 
“When communicating with students and families, focus on directly praising what is 
going well and/or use behaviour specific language to objectively talk about a problem” 
(MacSuga-Gage et al., 2012, p. 19). Again, the type of language and communication used 
is pertinent to creating a positive relationship between teacher and whānau.  
 
Using pepeha 
T. Rewi (2011, pp. 86-87) on the issue of knowing who someone is and where they come 
from reiterates “it was also important to know a student’s whakapapa and their whānau 
connections within the wider community and in the local Māori community.” These 
considerations were deemed important to know and distinguish, in preparation for 
teaching the student. Pepeha can be defined as a traditional form of expressing where one 
comes from (Moorfield, 2011), as Participant 2 states, “it’s about giving them the voice 
and letting them show you who they are and where they come from, their pepeha, their 
whakapapa.” This extended beyond simply knowing someone’s name and that they live 
a few blocks down from the school. It describes having a deeper knowledge of who their 
family is and where exactly their cultural roots lie. Suffice to say, this does not apply 
only to Māori students, but to all students. The inclusion of whakapapa through the use 
of pepeha allows Māori students to experience a connectedness to land, to place, with 
themselves and their whānau. Te Huia (2015, p. 19) agrees, “for individuals who hold 
secure bonds within their whakapapa relationships, these individuals are likely to enjoy 
a sense of belonging that such relationships provide.” Participant 2 extended the 
sentiment of building positive relationships and described using these models as a means 
of creating connections with their students by sharing, “culturally responsive teaching is 
about giving them the voice and letting them show you who they are and where they come 
from by using pepeha and whakapapa.”  
 
Participant 4 also acknowledged the significance of utilising this style of communicating 
who you are and where you come from when getting to know a student. In their education 
centre children are encouraged to learn and recite their pepehā so they can gain a fuller 
understanding of where their fellow classmates come from so they can make connections 
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to one another. One example given was a child connecting with a class mate through the 
tītī (mutton bird) islands. The teacher observed the increased comradery between the two 
children after the discovery of their mutual tie. Mane (2009, p. 3) believes “in the Māori 
world, knowing one’s relationship to people and land holds high significance.” I 
observed this myself in my own teaching practice when non-Māori students were asked 
to research their pepehā. After some initial resistance by families to apply a Māori 
worldview for introducing oneself, many of my students were ecstatic to share where 
their ancestors had come from. A number of students were able to make connections to 
one another through clan ties in Scotland, Ireland and England dating back to pre-
colonisation. This shows the power that adopting Māori concepts can have when forging 
relationships and how it can not only benefit Māori but be beneficial to all. 
 
Environment  
All participants agreed that creating a culturally responsive environment was of utmost 
importance when implementing culturally responsive practice. What that looked like 
varied for each person’s personal view and the level of education they were teaching at 
or to. Although each participant’s views varied on what exactly this looked like they each 
agreed the environment plays a crucial role. If not set up properly, it can have adverse 
effects on children’s learning. “So, if the ecological environment isn’t conducive to the 
learner as well then there can be challenges and barriers” (Participant 2). Explored 
below are two distinct physical environments that a child experiences at school. The 
physical environment inside their classroom and school buildings and the physical 
environment outside the classroom.  
 
Inside the classroom/school 
Environment covers a number of areas from indoors to out and the way things look and 
feel as Bevan-Brown (2003, p. 20) points out, “this includes both the physical setting and 
emotional climate of the school/centre.” One such environmental inclusion reported by 
participants was having culture reflected not only in the lesson content, but also in the 
immediate surroundings. Visual cues are used by children to construct a better 
understanding of the world around them, for example, having Māori cultural displays 
confirms to Māori students that their culture is alive and valued at the school (Bishop & 
Berryman, 2006). These expressions of celebration can be in the form of song, dance, 
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music, art, treasures and language showcasing displays that can be either visual or verbal. 
The main goal is to feature and celebrate Māori culture in as many forms as possible 
(Participant 4). 
 
Another method of supporting a culturally responsive environment within the classroom 
is through story telling. Participant 4 explains, “it’s about sharing their stories and their 
iwi, every whānau has stories. We try to get their stories so we can share it with the 
children as well as ours.” This provides a great example of creating a classroom 
environment that reflects the students. Participant 3 agrees that using stories specific to 
a student’s culture is an excellent way to engage, sharing that, “if we’re doing reading I 
try to incorporate stories from their cultures.” These particular examples are not 
something visual but the sharing of whānau specific stories, illustrating that there is more 
to creating a conducive environment then just hanging posters on a wall or having a 
number of Māori themed books in the reading area. MacSuga-Gage et al. (2012, p. 19) 
encourage teachers to “create opportunities to learn about the culture of students and their 
families by encouraging the sharing of individual traditions, celebrations, stories and 
other meaningful information.”  
 
As a further example, I observed when I was relieving in the class of one of my interview 
participants that the class had built a small whare (house) like structure complete with 
pillows and art work that they utilised as a break out13 and reading space. I saw the 
students use this space very respectfully and they treated it with the same rules that apply 
in a wharenui (meeting house). Rules such as no eating or drinking inside; no shoes to be 
worn in the wharenui; the space itself and all things within it were treated with respect, 
as you would expect to observe in an actual wharenui. I thought it was such a good idea 
to incorporate something that is traditionally only seen on the marae (open courtyard in 
front of the wharenui and collective surrounding buildings) and making it an important 
feature of the classroom.  
 
Research on effective teaching indicates that most successful teachers first and foremost 
organise their physical classroom environment (MacSuga-Gage et al., 2012). I have 
mentioned above a few ways in which the interviewees identified what their current 
                                                 
13 Area that can be used when having down time such as reading or doing an individual activity  
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physical environment looks like. While most of the participants identified environment 
as an important element, they did not go into extensive detail of what their classrooms 
actually reflect visually. Despite this, they were in accord about prioritising creating a 
culturally responsive environment.  
 
Outside of the classroom 
Traditionally, Māori children’s classrooms were the outdoors. Lessons were learnt 
through practical application and children saw that their actions had an immediate impact 
on their whānau and surrounding environment (Pere, 1982). This practice was put aside 
when the missionaries came and started Missionary schools. Here lessons were delivered 
in a more formalised, sterile setting (Simon et al., 2001). Regrettably, Māori academic 
success has continued to return poor stastistics ever since. Hence, for Māori to experience 
academic success, lessons need to shift away from abstract ideas and return to a more 
natural (Māori) way of thinking and being (Penetito, 2010). That is not to say Māori are 
unilaterally and exclusively kinaesthetic learners (O’Regan, 2011) and it is time this 
stigma be removed from Māori students. However, research does support that Māori 
students prefer work that is more practical in application (Bishop & Berryman, 2006). 
Teachers emphasised the usage of the natural environment from which they could draw 
inspiration for both teaching and learning points, and as has been previously exemplified 
with the inclusion of atua Māori (Māori gods) and their respective elements, such ideas 
are deemed culturally preferred within learning programmes. It is from this holistic 
viewpoint that a Māori worldview can be derived and connected with by drawing lessons 
from the natural world with an emphasis on the Māori perspective.  
 
Providing lessons that can lead to work in the outdoors is extremely enticing for students. 
I myself have witnessed children thrive when having a math lesson that was based 
outside. Being a part of the natural environment and breathing fresh air was very 
uplifting. I remember being initially worried that the students wouldn’t cope with not 
being in a structured setting, but the opposite was in fact true. They achieved more work 
outside, particularly those who were at the lower learning levels. A study undertaken by 
Dr Karen Malone concluded learning outside the classroom had positive effects on 
children’s learning, their physical experiences, social interaction, emotional wellbeing 
and their responses (Malone, 2008). Giving a practical application to lessons makes them 
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meaningful and more enjoyable (Participant 4). This approach is readily reflected in 
many early childhood centres. One major factor to this is they experience more freedom 
from their curriculum document Te Whāriki than is experienced with other curriculum 
documents. Te Whāriki states “the expectation is that, in their early years, children will 
experience a curriculum that empowers them for their journey” (Ministry of Education, 
2017, p. 7). It is an accepted notion to follow the child’s natural progression through the 
different stages of growth and to follow their interests as participant 4 attests, “Te 
Whāriki allows us the openness of early childhood to happen.” Therefore, if their interest 
is in playing with water, Participant 4 assures a water station would be set up for them 
outside (rain or shine) and they would talk through different elements of the water. If it 
was raining, they may refer to the tears of Ranginui (Sky father) falling. Accordingly, 
the content and the point of delivery are both influential factors when looking at the type 
of environment being created for students. It is through situations such as these that 
utilising the concept of Taonga Tuku Iho is evident by celebrating Māori language and 




The Western schooling system that is dominant in New Zealand does not yet possess the 
ability to recognise success success for Māori, and therefore all students in a broader and 
more holistic sense. Instead we are left to rely on this to happen in an adhoc fashion, 
dependent on the good will of a few. In this sense then, it is imperative that teachers 
continually assess their practice in relation to each child. Bevan-Brown (2003, p. 2) 
asserts, “including cultural input in a child’s educational program therefore achieves the 
multiple goals of facilitating learning, raising self-esteem and fostering emotional and 
psychological well-being.” Nurturing these basic principles of wellbeing will ensure 
children are in an environment that allows them to thrive. This chapter on current 
implementation is reflective of the participant teachers’ own teaching philosophies and 
how they engage and incorporate that into lesson planning and implementation along 
with how prepared they feel to adequately deliver cultural responsiveness. All 
vehemently agreed that being an effective culturally responsive practitioner is an ongoing 
venture, however if the heart is there and they are genuinely interested in seeing Māori 
students succeed, it is worth the effort.  
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There are a variety of ways in which teachers can respond to the cultural needs of their 
students. One such way is to ensure when teaching Māori students, the learning aligns 
with an iwi Māori world view (Penetito, 2010; P. Rewi, 2010). This can be achieved in 
a number of ways such as incorporating the reciprocal teaching concept of ako and 
including the tuakana-teina approach at various learning times. Bishop and Berryman 
(2006, p. 4) insist “when teachers listen to and learn from students, they can begin to see 
the world from those students’ perspective.” They reiterated that when students feel like 
they are a part of the collaborative process that surrounds their learning, they become 
motivated to become active participants in their educational journey. This includes using 
a student’s prior knowledge to inform different aspects of learning. Having lessons that 
are practical and relevant were also highlighted as positive ways forward when preparing 
lessons, which at times involved integrating mātauranga Māori when and where possible.  
 
One such way was for teachers to adopt a holistic approach to planning lessons, wherein 
the teaching reflects objects and ideas from nature. There are many connections to be 
made to the natural environment through science, math and reading. Additionally, stories 
provide a rich source of information with the ability to showcase different cultural 
beliefs, explanations of tikanga and learning linked to the natural world, further 
strengthening and expanding on culture (Gay, 2000).  
 
It has been highlighted that building positive relationships with students and families 
creates a platform of trust and understanding that benefits learners and learning. The 
fundamental element to solving issues within education can be found in the quality of 
relationship formed between teachers and their students. Once mutual trust and respect 
are established, children will be secure that their teacher is doing what is in their best 
interests, consequently allowing them to thrive in their educational environment (Bishop 
& Berryman, 2006). This can be achieved through ensuring teachers engage students in 
a positive manner that uplifts rather than degrades. Including a student’s culture and 
whānau in the learning provides a platform for family members to more comfortably 
engage with teachers. It also further validates to students that they, their culture and their 
whānau are important to the teacher. This may be reinforced by creating a positive 
communication pathway home, where teachers focus on relaying positive information 
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about students rather than just connecting when something has gone wrong. The power 
in this is that whānau feel more comfortable when being presented with an issue, as they 
already have a relationship based on positive communication with teachers. It also shows 
whānau that teachers take time to acknowledge positive behaviour, and do not just see 
the child as being deficit. A further aspect discussed for forming positive relationships 
with students and whānau was the inclusion of learning about a child’s whakapapa and 
gaining an understanding of what makes them an individual through the use of pepehā.  
 
The final element identified by participants for shaping culturally responsive practice 
was the environment children are exposed to. Being a culturally responsive practitioner 
requires a number of strategies to be employed. This encompasses the physical 
environment inside and outside of the classroom.  
 
Outlined above are the key elements identified by all participants as being the 
foundations for culturally responsive teaching that they currently feel comfortable 
undertaking in their own practice. The full realisation of the potential culturally 
responsive pedagogy holds for achieving better educational outcomes for Māori students 
has yet to be more widely and fully explored, including within these examples. What has 
been illustrated however is that aspects of culturally responsive practice are being applied 
in mainstream primary schools and early childhood centres in Dunedin, which is very 
rewarding information to report. 
 
The next chapter details some of the challenges teachers encounter when trying to further 




Chapter Four: Challenges encountered  
 
Ka taki te umere 
The dawn chorus 
 
Education and the ability to attend school is a right of every child in New Zealand and 
according to the Education Act 1989, up until a certain age, school attendance is a 
requirement by law (Parliamentary Council Office, 1989). However, historically and to 
the present day, there has been a disparity in the manner that children are being taught. 
From the very inception of formalised education in New Zealand, Māori children have 
been expected to conform to a Western educational philosophy. Bishop (2003, p. 221) 
states “since European colonisation in the late eighteenth century, the educational and 
wider social experiences of the indigenous Māori in Aotearoa/New Zealand have been 
characterised by consistent inequality and disadvantage.” This covers all areas from the 
teaching style and environment created to the content of learning presented by educators. 
This skewed, Western system of education has remained intact since its inception and is 
considered a very normal part of our society.  
 
To understand this state of being we need to explore what happened during the formative 
years in Māori educational history to appreciate more fully where when and why the 
disparity began and intentionally created. Educational inequality began when Missionary 
schools started to colonise Māori by removing them from their traditional education 
practices and slowly stripping away the language. This forced Māori to compromise on 
their cultural belief systems (Bishop & Glynn, 2003; Caccioppoli, 2006; P. Rewi, 2010). 
Due to a loss of culture and identity, Māori have struggled statistically to achieve the 
same standards as non-Māori within the education system. The Auditor-General stated 
that “not all school students in New Zealand are achieving to their full potential. In 
particular, Māori students are missing out compared to their peers” (Provost, 2016, p. 8). 
This highlights that the government is aware of the problem and are attempting to pose 
solutions to address the inequality experienced by Māori students. This thesis however 
is focusing on the ground level and what teachers in Dunedin believe are the current 
institutional and personal barriers they experience when trying to deliver education that 
is culturally responsive to Māori students. Unfortunately, although the drive and desire 
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is there for each and every person, each highlighted a number of correlating issues they 
face on a daily basis when trying to be culturally responsive practitioners. 
 
This chapter will present some major areas of concern that teachers in Dunedin are facing 
when trying to be culturally responsive practitioners. These issues include a lack of 
support; feeling isolated; insufficient resourcing; missing iwi support and a lack of 
confidence to adequately be a culturally responsive practitioner. These issues 
individually or combined are barriers to this pedagogy being implemented to its highest 
potential in Dunedin mainstream schools and centres, and undoubtedly schools and 
centres around the country.  
 
Support 
In order for the disparity that is occurring in mainstream schools and centres to be 
addressed, teachers are now encouraged to teach in a culturally responsive manner in an 
attempt to provide inclusion for Māori students and increase their overall academic 
achievement, as well as improve their social experience at school (Ministry of Education, 
2014). Regrettably, this idealistic approach is often met with opposition and scepticism, 
as was discovered during the research project Te Kotahitanga (Bishop et al., 2009). 
However, from the interviews conducted for this project, all teachers responded that 
while they wanted to implement the practice, they felt at times it was too difficult to 
achieve. A variety of concerns arose when participants talked about how they 
experienced a lack of support. What this looked like varied for each participant, but they 
all noted a level of vulnerability in this area. 
 
School body 
There was an overwhelming voice of experiencing a lack of support from the school body 
as a whole. This consequently proved a barrier to providing culturally responsive practice 
as there was a notable lack of support from the wider school body including fellow 
teaching colleagues, management and the school community, to which Participant 1 
attests, “I one hundred percent believe I am trying my best right now to do everything I 
can to implement cultural diversity…but it’s entirely about the environment you’re in 
and the willingness of the staff around you.” In a review of education for Māori by the 
Auditor-General it was identified that the wider school body must be on board in order 
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to see Māori success. The report states, “Board[s] of trustees need to have a clear 
understanding about Māori interests. They need to show effective leadership by having 
goals and objectives for Māori student achievement in school charters” (Provost, 2016, 
p. 24). 
 
Interestingly, all teachers interviewed initially responded that they believe their 
respective institution does support their efforts at being culturally responsive. They then 
went on to disclose however, it is hands on support that is lacking. “I had to do it on my 
own, there was no team work in it” (Participant 4). All expressed the view that they are 
either currently experiencing or have previously experienced a sense of abandonment in 
their drive to be a culturally responsive practitioner. Many felt that although their peers 
or school body may be supportive verbally, they were given no extra support when it 
came to planning and implementing strategies and lessons. Feeling as though you are the 
only person working towards what should be or is being touted as a common goal can be 
exhausting as participant 1 points out, “you end up being exhausted by the end of the day. 
One, because you aren’t armed with the information, you don’t have the support, you’re 
in a team environment and you’re basically trying to get through the day.” Participant 4 
echoes this sentiment, “seriously one person cannot do it, it’s exhausting and it’s not 
fair.” For cultural responsiveness to be most effective, the entire school needs to be 
actively supportive.  
 
Isolation 
Alongside feeling unsupported by the wider school body, was the feeling of isolation 
teachers are experiencing when advocating for cultural practice in their school. All too 
often the onus to push for things Māori are left to a select few, if not just one person. 
The most pressing issue that arose was the unrealistic expectation and pressure put on 
those who are either Māori or keen on implementing a more Māori focused practice to 
spear head all things cultural. Participant 1 stated, “I’ve always been a one man band 
around different places, I’ve been really pushing for Māori, for any culture really.” 
Participant 2 also resonated this testament of isolation, “I had to do it on my own, there 
was no team to work with … it was harder because you were the only Māori one there 
and they would rely on you.” As is stated, this expectation is putting an extreme amount 
of pressure on Māori teachers, or those with some knowledge of Māori culture and 
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language to be the pillars for their school. Ka Hikitia advocates for productive 
partnerships to be employed and it is through mutual respect and sharing aspirations that 
this will lead to shared outcomes and solutions for Māori success (Ministry of Education, 
2013). 
 
In all cases with those I interviewed, none of them grew up with Māori as their first 
language and did not believe their time during school had adequately prepared them to 
be the resounding voice on all things Māori in their respective workplaces. Participant 2 
identified an issue specific to Dunedin was due to the low numbers of Māori stating, “the 
issue in our roles, especially down here, you’ve got one Māori teacher, or one Māori 
representative and they’re doing everything.” This is another substantial example of the 
added pressure faced by teachers who genuinely aspire to address the issues Māori 
students face in education, particularly in Dunedin. For culturally responsive teaching to 
be implemented to the highest potential possible, it requires more than just one person’s 
efforts. It requires creating professional relationships that will ensure people feel 
supported and are working toward a common goal. Ka Hikitia states, “a productive 
partnership starts by understanding that Māori children and students are connected to 
whānau and should not be viewed or treated as separate, isolated or disconnected” 
(Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 18). I would argue that the same assertion applies to 
teachers in their efforts. While having one person on this trajectory is better than nothing, 
relying on just this one person alone is not going to promote change on the scale that is 
needed in order for culturally responsive practice to be implemented successfully. This 
is a sentiment shared by Participant 4 who affirmed, “I think, generally speaking, it 
shouldn’t be up to the teacher of Māori students to give the other teachers PD 
[professional development] or show them the resources, or share the unit plan with them. 
Everyone should be on the waka.” I myself have worked in an institution where I was 
expected to lead all things Māori, regardless of my lack of knowledge. It seriously added 
to my workload and left me feeling isolated as a Māori staff member. Participant 4 
advocates for “working as a team; getting people who have the drive and vision is really 
helpful.”  
 
It is easy to see how the added pressure and feeling of isolation can deter people from 
pushing the boundary and being a part of a group that is about advocating for change for 
Māori. It is clear that a lot of heart and genuine interest in seeing Māori succeed is a 
 57 
driving force and this can only be further enhanced by having a stable support system in 
place to ensure teachers are able to implement culturally responsive pedagogy to the 
highest potential.  
 
Resourcing 
Finding appropriate, or any resources to further support and enhance lessons has proven 
an issue for teachers. Finding Māori resources is not as easy as having access to 
mainstream resourcing. Participant 3 voiced their frustration surrounding resourcing 
explaining, “the stuff that’s easy to find often isn’t culturally responsive, it’s English 
[focussed].” This provides a significant barrier when attempting to prepare lessons that 
are culturally responsive by adding extra time pressure to collate appropriate resources. 
Due to the many demands on teachers and minimal non-contact time, a number of 
participants felt it was just too hard and time consuming and reverting to English 
focussed resources was a more productive use of their time. Participant 3 echoes this, 
saying “If you’ve got a bit on, then you know, trying to get all the stuff ready, I find myself 
going for the easy option.” Inadequate and difficult to locate resourcing has proven to be 
a considerable barrier as teachers are already stretched to meet what they already have 
on in their professional lives.  
 
Te Kete Ipurangi14 (TKI) have a wealth of resources aimed at promoting Māori concepts 
and incorporating them into lessons. Many of these are also provided in both the English 
and Māori languages. I believe this is an excellent starting point when looking for lessons 
based on a particular subject. The issue of finding resources yourself is amplified when, 
in general, no context is given to the material. One such factor relates to the material 
itself as Penetito (2010, p. 236) poses, “what is the knowledge that is needed in order for 
teachers to better understand the Māori child and participate in the Māori community?” 
A few of the issues surrounding resourcing include the teachers not being knowledgeable 
to which tribal areas particular language or information is relevant to, how to correctly 
pronounce the words, whether the level of language is appropriate for the children or 
even whether the content is relevant. Participant 1 suggests “having a reference book 
with basic ideas would be a great asset to those starting out teaching.” This is why 
                                                 
14 A webpage by Ministry of Education with resources and information in both English and Māori 
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school wide planning and research is so important when it comes to finding resources to 
support the teachers to adequately respond to and implement the intended curriculum 
plan. It allows all teachers to become familiar with whatever the resource may be, allows 
the opportunity to ask questions and delve deeper into the content within: through further 
discussion and understanding, teachers will gain confidence in presenting the material to 
their students. By working together as a team and seeking extra support where and when 
needed, teachers can break down the barriers that cause them to lack confidence in and 
unfamiliarity with when faced with resources that they do not feel comfortable about 
presenting to their class. 
 
Local iwi 
Herein lies another resource that teachers feel is not being sufficiently supported, which 
is the relationship between local iwi and schools, to which the Auditor-General attests, 
“building relationships with whānau, iwi and hapū who have the expertise in identity, 
language and culture can help more Māori students to succeed as Māori” (Provost, 2016, 
p. 22). This emphasises the importance of communicating with local iwi and hapū, thus 
ensuring that content is relevant to the area and the children who are being taught. 
Penetito (2010, p. 238), however, suggests “there is no one fixed idea of what Māori local 
knowledge is. There is really no such thing, traditionally, as ‘Māori’ knowledge. There 
is only whānau/hapū/iwi knowledge.” This highlights the importance of seeking 
guidance from whānau, hapū and iwi. The Ministry of Education, through the Ka Hikitia: 
Accelerating Success 2013-2017 document, also acknowledges the benefit of creating 
partnerships with local iwi and conclude that through this partnership and accountability, 
better outcomes can be achieved for Māori success at school (Ministry of Education, 
2013). An illustration of this also comes through a recommendation from the doctoral 
thesis of (T. Rewi, 2018, p. 216), who spoke of the importance of education facilities 
from early childhood through to secondary schools being better connected to their local 
marae. Rewi expressed how empowering it was for these facilities to change this one 
simple routine within their local areas. This consisted of getting the education facilities 
to ‘engage and belong’ to their nearest marae in more meaningful ways than ever before. 
According to Rewi “just as we ensure our own uri ‘descendants’ are being connected to 
our marae, it is important to make sure our teaching staff and new whaanau, especially 
non-Maaori whaanau, are welcomed to our rohe [tribal area].” 
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Interviewees voiced their desire to incorporate local stories and knowledge into their 
lessons but were unsure of how to access these or who to approach in order to gain 
permission and proper content knowledge. Participant 4 acknowledges that “having a 
Kāi Tahu narrative that my kids can connect with” is essential to making connections 
with the area. Manihera (1992) believes there is a risk that iwi and whānau specific 
information could potentially be misused and commercialised. In response to 
maintaining integrity around the narratives Participant 4 insisted, “I understand the 
nature of taonga and understand that our oral histories need to be protected and 
unchanged, I get that, but if we could have something that is palatable for tamariki to 
understand where they come from so they can connect themselves.” Communication 
between local iwi, hapū and schools is an area I believe needs to be further addressed in 
Dunedin. According to 2013 statistics, only 1.5% of the nation’s Māori population reside 
in Dunedin (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Unarguably this is a very small percentage 
which could explain some of the difficulty teachers face when approaching the local 
Māori community for support. However, if local iwi wish for the children in their rohe 
(tribal area) to be raised with correct information and knowledge pertaining to their rohe, 
then efforts need to be deliberate and focussed. This can happen by the sharing of 
appropriate esoteric knowledge and stories so teachers can feel confident that they are 
presenting the information in an authentic way and also know that they have been 
culturally appropriate by liaising with the local iwi. Penetito (2010, p. 239) asserts, “my 
argument is that local whānau/hapū/iwi must decide what should be available and how it 
should be made accessible.” By iwi taking this on directly they could address what 
knowledge is shared and how that information is distributed.  
 
Teachers also experience a lack of confidence in a range of other areas surrounding 
teaching Māori content for example, or a lack in confidence to follow correct tikanga 
(rules and regulations) when approaching Māori ideas, knowledge and stories. It was 
mentioned earlier that one such barrier to not using resources was a lack of confidence 
in correctly delivering the material. Participant 1 points out, “it’s really important that 
you have an element of understanding of cultures so that you know you’re not going to 
step on toes.” Both of these are areas that could possibly be alleviated by communicating 




Penetito (2010) insists learning the Māori language will ensure Māori students feel 
positive about themselves and help them to better address the sometimes racist practices 
that occur within schooling systems. We intrinsically know that language cements a 
culture however, as it is not deemed essential to living, such as food and shelter, it is 
highly underappreciated (O’Regan, 2011). Māori were stripped of their language through 
assimilation practices by another culture and actively encouraged to engage in speaking 
the English language, resulting in an overwhelming devastation of proficient Māori 
speakers. As Bishop (2003, p. 222) asserts, “the dominance of Pākehā knowledge codes 
and the monoculturalism and monolingualism attendant upon a long history of 
assimilationist education have resulted in the near death of the Māori language.” 
Unfortunately, in only two generations the language was nearing extinction.  
 
Many Māori feel shame around not knowing their native tongue and shy away from 
situations where they may be put on the spot and expected to use some reo15. The impact 
of not having access to or knowing your native tongue can have a devastating impact on 
your identity and cultural self-esteem (O’Regan, 2011). I have seen this happen in 
classrooms where Māori students have actively questioned the merit of learning te reo 
Māori. It also works the other way when the teacher lacks the ability to communicate 
effectively in te reo Māori with a student. Participant 2 explains how this can cause a 
lack of engagement “so if you don’t have the reo, it makes it that much harder to connect. 
So as a culturally responsive practitioner you could think, well I can’t connect with this 
child because they have the reo and I don’t.” Language is the pinnacle of culture, 
therefore, to teach culture is also to teach language. They are separate entities of their 
own but are intrinsically linked. Royal (2011, p. 1) argues, “Māori language and culture 
continues to struggle for the recognition and credence it rightly deserves.” Other than the 
basic principles of te reo Māori that are covered during pre-service teachers training, 
teachers did not feel this prepared them for teaching the language themselves or even to 
extend on the knowledge that they did have. Participant 3 reflects “at Teachers College 
we did it a lot, we had a paper on it every year and it was great.” The issue they 
experienced however when entering the school system was the lack of focus and 
accountability to utilise the language. As Participant 3 explained, “but now you’re in 
                                                 
15 Māori language- te reo Māori 
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class and there’s no box to tick and I guess you have so many other things going on and 
it maybe slips through the cracks.” It could be argued that it can be difficult for both 
Māori and non-Māori alike, who have little or no knowledge of te reo Māori, to 
adequately understand Māori concepts. This is perhaps not a reflection of their laziness, 
but more reflective of the difficulty in translating Māori words into English without 
sufficient context (Patterson, 1992). Participant 4 reveals the struggle they face stating 
“you don’t know the language, you don’t want to put yourself out there, integrate things 
you don’t know enough about.” Additionally, many Māori did not grow up knowing their 
own tribal stories or even the language, so it is reasonable to say that teaching Māori 
pedagogy, Māori language and content can be just as foreign to Māori teachers as to non-
Māori teachers. Participant 2 asserts, “growing up separate from whānau, having to find 
your own identity, forge your own path, actually I had to really fight to be Māori and be 
recognised as Māori, so really, there’s no excuses.”  
 
In today’s current climate this acceptance of the difficulties encountered when engaging 
with another language does not hold substance. It is clear that if the effort is not put in 
now, the status quo of English being the dominant language in schools will continue, as 
will the continued misconception that the obligation is not on the individual to further 
their own Māori language knowledge. However, if teachers are empowered now and 
supported to increase their fluency, then we could have future generations whose te reo 




Research surrounding Māori language and its use in classrooms heavily reflected that 
correct pronunciation continues to be an issue faced by Māori students in mainstream 
education, a consistent trend experienced in schools is the common practice of 
mispronouncing names (Bishop & Berryman, 2006; O’Regan, 2011; Tito, 2011). One 
student from a study conducted by Jane Tito surrounding Māori language use in 
mainstream schooling shared “I think it [pronunciation] is important … because it shows 
that they respect our language” (Tito, 2011, p. 152). In some cases people have heard the 
Māori language pronounced incorrectly for their entire lives. It then can become a matter 
of resistance to change the way a Māori word is being said. In many instances this reflects 
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either their own ignorance, a lack of confidence to correctly enunciate the vowel sounds 
or even sometimes just blatant bigotry. Something so simple as mispronouncing 
someone’s name, either intentionally or unintentionally deprives them of a key part of 
their identity. Consequently, a child’s very first experience of identity, their birth right, 
is stripped from them (Kohli & Solórzano, 2012). Blatantly disregarding correct 
pronunciation of a person’s name illustrates a lack of respect for their identity, exercises 
a means of control over the person and is also a form of belittlement. Often teachers 
choose to give students a shortened version of their own name in an attempt to eliminate 
thier effort for correct pronunciation or in an effort to not get it wrong by not ever having 
to say it.. Kohli and Solórzano (2012, p. 444) believe, “regardless of whether the name 
of a student is intentionally disregarded, or a teacher accidentally butchers the 
pronunciation during roll call, we argue that the cultural mismatch that guides this 
interaction is a racial microaggression.” This abhorrent disfigurement of something so 
personal leaves children ashamed of a valued piece of themselves and further encourages 
assimilation into the dominant culture. It is also a subliminal message given to other 
students that it is socially acceptable to change someone’s name if you cannot pronounce 
it (Tito, 2011), furthermore, it embeds the social discourse that Māori language and 
culture is inferior. O’Regan (2011, p. 30) shares, “we can all tell tales of names being 
mispronounced in roll call, of giggles behind cuffed hands and jokes in the playground.” 
I have witnessed myself too many examples of teachers ‘giving it a go’ and not making 
an actual effort to pronounce names correctly. This can have a dire impact on the way 
children view themselves and their self-worth (Bishop & Berryman, 2006). For many 
with names deemed too difficult to say, they are often ashamed and agree to shorten their 
name or be given a nick name, for example using ‘T’ as a nick name instead of saying 
Te Rau Huia. This is a form of assimilation, something that many New Zealander’s 
would not openly admit to encouraging, however many also continue to be blindly 
agreeable to as an acceptable form of communication while not realising the impact 
bastardising someone’s name has on a person. Tito (2011, pp. 146-147) reflects on a 
period during schooling when her name was mocked as a result of mispronunciation by 
a teacher, “I remember the embarrassment as if it were yesterday. It affected me more 
than I realised at the time and certainly created a negative memory of that particular 
school.” I inherently believe teachers and New Zealander’s as a whole, need to address 
the issue of correctly pronouncing Māori names and places. Consistently hearing Māori 
words mispronounced continues to encourage the current underlying attitude of racism 
 63 
that ripples through our society today (Kawe-Small, personal communication, 2018). It 
is acceptable to note that some people may struggle with forming the Māori vowel 
sounds, however this does not excuse the lack of genuine attempts to pronounce a 
person’s name correctly. In the Te Kotahitanga Research Project, whānau argued 
complacency was not an adequate reason to mispronounce names (Bishop & Berryman, 
2006). We have certainly reached a climate in the efforts of language revitalisation where 
ignorance will no longer be tolerated as an excuse.  
 
Conclusion 
We have now reached an age in the education sector where culturally responsive practice, 
with a focus on Māori academic success, is being acknowledged as a positive way 
forward (Ministry of Education, 2014). However, even with the best intentions, teachers 
face difficulties every day when looking at the reality of implementing this practice. A 
number of concerns were raised by interview participants outlining the challenges they 
face. These included: a lack of support from the wider school body and the sense of 
isolation experienced being the only practitioner pushing for the movement; a lack of 
easily accessible and adequate resourcing, with the inclusion of not feeling connected to 
local iwi and the richness of resources that can be provided there; and a lack of confidence 
surrounding the usage of te reo Māori. 
 
The lack of support came in the form where teachers felt even though the school and 
fellow colleagues may have been supportive verbally, this did not translate into action. 
Thus the schools and centres ended up leaning heavily on their Māori teachers or Māori 
representatives to engage staff and students in cultural practice. This attitude itself 
actually goes against the grain of cultural responsiveness as it continues to promote 
isolation, segregation and lacks the sense of whānau and support that is expected to be 
found in places who implement this practice effectively. Hence, regardless of whether 
the segregation was intentionally imposed or not, all participants felt support was an area 
that required addressing as they continue to feel isolated in their efforts of excelling as a 
culturally responsive practitioner.  
 
Insufficient resourcing and the time-consuming efforts necessary to obtain resources 
deterred teachers from accessing adequate resources required to substantiate lessons. An 
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opportunity identified to remedy this was to liaise with local iwi. This brings with it 
difficulties as relationships would need to be formed to begin the communication process. 
However, the partnership could prove insurmountably beneficial to schools and provide 
excellent support for culturally responsive practitioners. A lack of confidence to 
adequately deliver Māori content also comes as a result of a number of variables; the 
difficulty and time-consuming work it takes to source Māori resources, confidence that 
the language used in the resource is correct and the teachers own ability to use the 
resources confidently while adhering to correct protocols in the process.  
 
Finally, teachers voiced the difficulty they face when trying to teach a language that they 
don’t feel overly confident using themselves. This was not due to a lack of effort. 
However, more effort in the form of support to further their te reo Māori knowledge and 
understanding is needed in order to cause a positive shift in the quality of te reo Māori 
they are able to deliver to students. Correct pronunciation could also be addressed 
through the extension of te reo Māori learning. Penetito (2010, p. 223) determines, “it is 
no longer seen as acceptable that mainstream schools can be permitted to continue 
virtually to ignore the heart of Māori knowledge and practices.” From this research 
however, I can conclude that although for all intents and purposes the mainstream 
education system appears to remain largely the same, there are those within it who are 
advocates for change. It is one thing to have a desire and passion for something, but the 
reality is that exacting change is sometimes difficult as you are challenging the status 
quo. I found it rather disappointing that an overwhelming consensus was reached with 
interviewees concluding they believe they are not currently implementing culturally 
responsive practice to its fullest potential in their respective areas due to the barriers 
discussed above. However, Participant 2 reflects, “we try to do the best we can but there’s 
always room for improvement and a lot of that comes down to the lens we look through 
and the knowledge that we have.” They continue to assert the need for professional 
growth on the subject as “knowledge is always changing so to be responsive to learners 
you have to adapt to change too” (Participant 2). With this reflective practice in mind 
and the clear intention to ‘do better’, it is pertinent that schools and centres address the 
issues raised that remain barriers for these teachers to implement culturally responsive 
practice effectively in their everyday teaching. Some suggestions as to how this can be 





Chapter Five: Propositions for change 
 
He pō he pō, he ao he ao, ka awatea 
It is night, it is dark, it is daylight 
 
This thesis has outlined a myriad of ways in which a number of teachers in mainstream 
schools in Dunedin are managing to implement culturally responsive teaching into their 
everyday practice. Each participant identified a number of strategies as to how they are 
achieving this in their everyday teaching practice. However, despite their best efforts and 
intentions, they have also described just as many issues they face as a result of trying to 
be a culturally responsive practitioner. Gay (2010, pp. 13-14) claims “however important 
they are, good intentions and awareness are not enough to bring about the changes needed 
in educational programmes and procedures to prevent academic inequalities among 
diverse students.”  
 
This chapter aims to address the areas where interviewees believe culturally responsive 
practice can be better managed and therefore more accessible to the wider teaching body. 
Three main themes emerged from participants. These were: the provision of adequate 
professional development in this field; liaising with local iwi and receiving adequate 
support. A number of key aspects will be identified under these headings as 
recommendations for practical ideas moving forward.  
 
Professional development 
As the world around us changes, so too does education. New research continually 
emerges that aims to ensure today’s children are learning in the most efficient and 
practical manner with the current knowledge on hand, which now has the inclusion of 
culturally responsive practice. This is a hot topic currently amongst a host of education 
researchers such as Mere Berryman, Leonie Pihama, Linda Smith and Tangiwai Rewi to 
name but a few of the many who continue to push for meaningful outcomes for Māori 
students in education.  
 
The Ministry of Education and the Government pose contributing factors to change 
within schools as they enforce standards they believe most pressing at the time. 
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Sometimes the information within the set criteria can be contradictory for example with 
one government National Standards are incredibly important, conversely with the next 
body of government they are out and a moot point. Consequently, as professional 
practitioners, teachers must always keep up with the latest information and strive to 
integrate this new knowledge into everyday planning (New Zealand Education Council, 
2015).  
 
Professional Learning, or Professional Development (PD) as it is referred to in the 
education sector, plays an important role when it comes to ensuring teachers are armed 
with new and relevant information. The term professional development in education can 
be described as “a wide variety of specialised training, formal education, or advanced 
professional learning intended to help administrators, teachers and other educators 
improve their professional knowledge, competence, skill and effectiveness” (Great 
Schools Partnership, 2013, p. 1). However, as culturally responsive practice is not 
currently high on the priority list when looking into PD, in the absence of the required 
information being delivered, teachers are left feeling unsure about what is best practice 
surrounding culturally responsive pedagogy, as Participant 3 observes, “I think having 
PD around different cultures, having courses to be able to go to, one to learn about other 
cultures so teachers feel, and I feel really confident to teach it.” The Education Council 
of New Zealand asserts that Professional Learning be undertaken by practitioners as a 
part of their Code of Standards stating educators must ensure teachers “use inquiry, 
collaborative problem solving and professional learning to improve professional 
capability to impact on the learning and achievement of all learners” (New Zealand 
Education Council, 2017, p. 18). The issue then surrounds whose responsibility it is to 
deliver the training and what the actual training content will be. Participants believed it 
was the school’s responsibility to provide professional development in the area of 
cultural responsiveness.  
 
One participant attests their school is supportive and provides professional development 
where possible on the subject stating, “they always look at PD and ask if I want to do it” 
(Participant 2). However, they also identified there is a lack of PD surrounding the 
subject and what Māori topics are offered as a whole in Dunedin. Consequently, although 
the school is supportive, they cannot currently provide in depth and ongoing education 
to their staff due to the lack of available professional development courses on the subject. 
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A suitable response to this is that schools then take up the mantle and place demand on 
the Ministry of Education (MOE) to provide professional development in this area. This 
is reiterated in the Statement of Intent for 2014-2018 by the MOE when referring to 
raising teacher quality and leadership. The MOE declares they will be “reviewing the 
impact and effectiveness of professional development on teaching quality and 
leadership” (Ministry of Education, 2014, p. 18). I would argue the focus needs to be 
directed at culturally responsive pedagogy with the same level of importance as is given 
to other curriculum subject areas when engaging PD courses. As Wise, Bradshaw, and 
Cartwright (2013) acknowledge it is imperative schools support teachers to not only 
further their curriculum knowledge, but also their development as a professional 
practitioner.  
 
Participants identified that culturally responsive practice is not currently high enough on 
the priority list when referring to professional practice, leaving them to add it in where 
and when they can. Participant 1 insists, “we have set criteria we need to follow, but 
underlining we need to make sure we’re responsive to all those underlying concepts that 
need to be incorporated into our programme.” Participant 3 also observes, “we have all 
these tick boxes that we have to do, but if you just make it something to be celebrated and 
something that’s really awesome, because you need to be culturally responsive to be an 
awesome teacher.” Herein lies the confusion of mixed messaging that teachers receive 
about what is the most pressing topic at the time. It also highlights that if something is 
not going to be explicitly focused on, then teachers struggle to find the time to implement 
it themselves. This is something that could be addressed and highlighted further through 
professional development. It could be enhanced even more so by a pay incentive in the 
same vein as the Māori Language Factor funding or through another mechanism of 
recognition given to those who successfully implement the practice.  
 
The pedagogy surrounding culturally responsive teaching continues to evolve as new 
findings emerge and interviewees identified PD as a significant tool when it came to 
being better prepared as a culturally responsive practitioner. Participant 3 voices their 
frustration surrounding information sharing on culturally responsive practice remaking 
“I just think that with more kind of help around it…because education always changes 
and you’re not getting any new ways to better it, how are you supposed to do it?” It is 
becoming apparent that having inappropriately trained teachers is having a negative 
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impact on teacher-student relationships (Bishop & Glynn, 2003), therefore professional 
development is an opportunity to grow teachers knowledge and understanding of 
culturally responsive practice, where student teacher relationships can improve and 
teachers knowledge of the subject area can continue to grow and evolve. Within 
professional development strategies such as mentoring teachers, continued education on 
the subject, implementing self-review for culturally responsive practice and effectively 
utilising Ministry documents and initiatives to provide guidance and support for teachers 
can be explored. These themes will be further discussed below.  
 
Continued education  
Aligning with the notion that professional development surrounding culturally 
responsive pedagogy be entered into, lies the need for teachers to be continually educated 
on current information and strategies when it comes to integrating the pedagogy and 
immersing themselves as culturally responsive practitioners. Whereas professional 
development generally offers practical advice on implementing certain practices or ideas 
into the curriculum, continued education would see teachers further their knowledge and 
gain a deeper understanding of the subject at hand. In response to the Practising Teacher 
Criteria that states teachers must commit to further their own professional learning (New 
Zealand Education Council, 2015), Tātaiako has related this to the principle ‘ako’ and 
describes teachers who are meeting the cultural competency of this standard as being the 
teacher who “takes responsibility for their own learning and that of Māori learners” (New 
Zealand Education Council, 2011, p. 12).  
 
Although the onus is put on individual teachers in this instance, an issue was raised in 
the previous analytical chapter titled Challenges encountered where teachers felt they 
were time poor and seeking information on the subject matter took more time then they 
felt was available to them, given an already heavy workload. Subsequently, having 
someone either internal or external to the school or centre taking the lead on keeping up 
to date with the research and findings around culturally responsive teaching would be of 
the utmost benefit. The Tātaiako document also states it is expected that management 
“provides and supports ongoing professional learning and development for staff that 
strengthens the school/centre’s ability to raise Māori learner achievement” (New Zealand 
Education Council, 2011, p. 12). Subsequently, in order for the idea of continued 
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education to happen most effectively, information gathering and sharing should be led 
by school management and delivered to teachers in a palatable manner, as a part of their 
own commitment to the Teaching Standards. That is absolutely not to say that it should 
solely rest on the shoulders of only one person to be their responsibility, as had been 
identified already, this expectation is unrealistic and leaves the bearer exhausted and 
feeling isolated. The Practising Teacher Criteria insist that all fully certified teachers 
“systematically and critically engage with evidence and professional literature to reflect 
on and refine practice” (New Zealand Education Council, 2015). This exemplifies the 
onus is on all teachers to further their knowledge on professional practice.  
 
However, there is efficiency and effectiveness of having one or more people responsible 
for ensuring continued education on culturally responsive pedagogy is implemented in 
their work place. Just as there are literacy, math, and physical education leaders in 
schools, this key person or people would have responsibility as overall co-ordinators for 
a given subject area, in this case culturally responsive pedagogy. This should not mean, 
however, they become isolated or expected to deliver the programme to the entire school 
themselves. Continuing education development on this subject is another area that has 
the potential to be addressed by professional development.  
 
The research around the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy is always evolving and 
extending so it stands to reason that new ideas will continue to be explored and discussed. 
Consequently, continued education around the subject plays a vital role in the 
effectiveness of implementation. Continuing education for teachers in this manner would 
adequately support their efforts of professional growth, ensure they are meeting the 
teaching standards as laid out by the Education Council and have a positive effect on the 
way in which teachers view the practice of cultural responsiveness. The hope is that 
increased awareness and education around the topic will raise integrity and accountability 




Continuing on with the theme of professional development, participants identified they 
would appreciate having someone with knowledge and experience physically come into 
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their classroom to model what culturally responsive practice looks like in action, as 
Richards et al. (2007, p. 65) explain, “by actually visiting classrooms of successful 
teachers of children from diverse backgrounds and/or reading authentic accounts of such 
success, teachers can gain exemplary models for developing their own skills.” This is 
similar to what was modelled in Phase 3 of the Te Kotahitanga project, where a method 
of mentoring called shadow coaching was delivered (Ministry of Education, 2011). This 
involved having someone physically go into a classroom and support teachers toward 
achieving the goals they had previously set out in relation to cultural responsiveness. 
This would be observe things such as: what building a positive relationship looks like; 
how to create an environment conducive to cultural responsiveness; adopting Māori 
concepts of teaching and learning, such as is illustrations using the concept of ako and; 
delivering holistic and practical lessons as examples. Participant 3 identified a way in 
which this could be helpful to their practice, “I would say to get us examples from maybe 
other teachers or other schools who have implemented culturally responsive teaching 
and what does it look like.”  
 
This could be achieved in number of ways. One suggestion would be to have someone 
work one on one with a teacher and come into their classroom, such as the shadow 
coaching approach, and supporting them through how each of these ideas can be 
addressed, keeping in line both with cultural responsiveness and also the authenticity of 
the teacher to themselves within that framework. Participant 4 reflected “we had no 
support, there wasn’t a template to go on. I was like ‘how do I do this?’ You had to work 
on it.” In the absence of having someone who is a paid presenter of this form of 
mentoring, a further option could be for schools to identify teachers who do implement 
this practice well and allow others to enter their classroom for observation and discussion 
around it.  
 
However, similar to the proposed provision of professional development being offered, 
the question is who will be responsible for providing funding to pay the mentor if there 
was one? Funding not only for the mentor, but also to hire relief staff as teachers would 
ultimately need time away from their class to fully engage in the initiative. As it has been 
explained above, the Ministry of Education made comment about reviewing the state of 
professional development on teaching quality and leadership, but the statement did not 
specify what areas of professional practice this would cover, if at all. I return to my 
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testament that the same level of importance needs to be given to the development of 
culturally responsive pedagogy in professional teaching practice as is given to extending 
knowledge on curriculum subjects. This needs to be addressed at a Ministerial level, but 
the desire and push for it needs to come from those who are on the front line and see as 
well as feel its necessity. Provost (2016, p. 26) reports in the Auditor General’s review 
“in our view, because it uses public money to fund programmes and initiatives, the 
Ministry of Education needs to work out how much these activities cost, whether they 
are effective, and whether they add any value overall to Māori students in particular.” 
Regardless of funding issues, it does not discount however the need that participants have 
expressed to be supplied with adequate professional development and additionally 
mentoring in the area. Although the proposition of engaging a mentor for teachers has 
merit, as was illustrated in the Te Kotahitanga project, I am sceptical that even with 
intense lobbying, this type of mentoring will take a while to be seen through to fruition. 
Consequently, eliciting commitment from management to seek and implement the idea 
of exploring mentoring further will be the key to getting started.  
 
Self-review 
Self-review is an important standard of practice for all subject areas and it is required to 
be upheld as outlined in the Code of Standards (New Zealand Education Council, 2017). 
Through the research conducted in this project, self-review appeared as a positive tool 
for teachers to utilise as a part of best teaching practice. Richards et al. (2007) maintains 
that the active practice of self-review is integral to personal growth as a practitioner. In 
my experience with the teachers I have worked with in the past, self-review was heralded 
as high on the priority list when meeting the Professional Teaching Standards. The 
teachers I associated with were very good at assessing lessons but the reviewing of 
culturally responsive practice was entered into in a much less formalised way. Bishop 
and Glynn (2003, p. 138) attests that “unless the teacher has a means of critically 
revisiting their own practice, they will continue to believe in the story created about 
children’s inadequacies and this is where they will focus their attention.” As I have 
attested to above, culturally responsive practice should be given the same level of 
recognition as other curriculum areas, in this instance when carrying out self-reviews of 
professional practice, to cement its importance in the efforts to improve Māori student 
outcomes in mainstream education. Villegas and Lucas (2002) reiterate that self-review 
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can ensure each child’s needs are being responded to in the most appropriate manner to 
ensure their continued success. There are a number of reasons why self-review in this 
area is a relevant exercise and worth adding to the already tremendous load teachers bear. 
One factor that was already mentioned above is the evolutionary nature of research. 
Another extenuating factor is that generally classrooms change every year and the 
children themselves change over the course of their time with each teacher. Such is the 
nature of growing physically, socially and academically- as adolescents do. What worked 
well or nicely suited a student one day may not do so for another student the next day. 
The addition of self-review surrounding the topic of culturally responsive pedagogy can 
aid teachers in a number of ways; self-review can help keep teachers on track with their 
practice. It is an avenue of accountability that can ensure the practice is actually being 
implemented and; it will also provide the opportunity for teachers to reflect on their 
practice with the intention of making amendments when and where necessary.  
 
Iwi specific information 
In addition to keeping up to date with current research, participants voiced the desire to 
provide stories and information that was iwi specific, which for Dunedin is the iwi of Kāi 
Tahu. Participant 2 describes, “this wāhi is important to me personally because I have a 
majority of Kāi Tahu kids in my class so they ask a lot of questions about what’s this, 
why is it called this etc.” Participant 4 also reflects “It’s about sharing their stories from 
their iwi and their whānau.” Tātaiako describes this connection to whānau, hapū and iwi 
in the principle whanaungatanga (New Zealand Education Council, 2011) and also in the 
concept of whānau, including the extended family structure. In addition, this is also 
described in the Kaupapa Māori Theory principles (Smith, 2002b).  
 
The interview participants also believe that liaising with local iwi and striving to integrate 
stories or knowledge that pertain to the surrounding area is an important aspect correlated 
to being culturally responsive. O’Regan (2010, p. 89) comments on the state of 
Dunedin’s local tribe by sharing “the Kāi Tahu iwi (also known as Ngāi Tahu) of the 
South Island is the fourth largest iwi in New Zealand…they also have the status of being 
the iwi with the worst language health in the country.” This dire state of language health 
exemplifies that in Dunedin and the lower South Island specifically, there is an 
opportunity to whakamana (give prestige to) those of Kāi Tahu descent and to pay 
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homage to the mana whenua (territorial rights) by supporting Kāi Tahu in their efforts of 
language and story revitalisation. Having localised information in the curriculum will not 
only show respect and deference to the tribe that hold mana over the land, but it is also 
an opportunity to show all children about respect of iwi and why it is important. “I think 
that since non-Māori, Pākehā, New Zealand European people, they live in a world that 
they’re exposed to all the time, they’re living in it. It’s important for cultures to learn 
about other cultures” (Participant 3). Subsequently, even if students are non-Māori or 
not from Kāi Tahu specifically, there will be an opportunity to learn about our history as 
a country, which can only be empowering as we try to move forward past the effects of 
colonisation.  
 
The Ministry of Education (2013) recognises the positive impact that collaborating with 
iwi and encouraging their involvement can have on the performance of the education 
system as a whole, which will subsequently lift Māori achievement. None of the 
participants believed they knew of someone they could turn to in this respect. “Where 
would we find that person? I feel like there should be an education officer for Ngāi Tahu” 
(Participant 2). This highlighted once more the need to bridge the gap between schools 
and local iwi. 
 
Kaumātua 
Another iwi specific resource that could potentially be addressed is the advice and 
guidance from kaumātua (elders) as they are a rich source of knowledge, and 
traditionally, along with tohunga (chosen expert, skilled person) were the ones who 
educated the young (Pere, 1982). This rich resource has been sorely affected since 
colonisation through the education system, dating back to the missionary schools, began 
a process of assimilation that has severely impacted the health of the Māori language and 
free expression of our culture. Also affected were Māori lives, both young and old, hence 
the low numbers when it comes to elders in the Māori world (Benton, 1991; Mane, 2009). 
Manihera (1992) acknowledges the difficulty with the transition of knowledge from our 
elders. However, despite these difficulties, I believe kaumatua are a channel of resources 
worth researching further. 
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It may not be an easy task liaising with local iwi, but if the effort is not made now, how 
will traditional and local knowledge be shared within the current education system? 
Penetito (2010, p. 262) believes it is the responsibility of whānau, hapū and iwi to ensure 
that esoteric knowledge such as history, tikanga and traditional songs are somehow 
recorded and made available to today’s generation. Here again lies the opportunity of 
creating a partnership between schools and iwi to ensure this information is delivered in 
an acceptable way, but also that the knowledge lives on and is celebrated for the taonga 
that it is.  
 
Support 
The final issue posed by interview participants as creating positive change for their 
practice was the fundamental role having adequate support plays when moving intention 
to action in relation to effectively implementing culturally responsive practice. 
Participant 3 identifies the difficulty faced when trying to teach in this manner stating, 
“I definitely don’t think I do it all the time because it can be quite hard.” Adequate 
support can and will definitely make a difference to teacher experiences. Briefly outlined 
below are two additional ways in which teachers could be supported on their journey. 
They are only briefly outlined as there is not a lot of research done into the area of what 
would best help teachers outside of what is already provided within the resources created 
by the Ministry of Education and the New Zealand Education Council. It is stated in Ka 
Hikitia - Accelerating Success 2013-2017 that a critical factor to achieving better 
outcomes for Māori students to excel and meet their full potential is “quality provision, 
leadership, teaching and learning, supported by effective governance” (Ministry of 
Education, 2013, p. 6). This is the area, I believe, with the largest gap in research 
surrounding this field and most certainly requires further investigation if we truly wish 
to address the disparities faced by Māori students in mainstream education. 
 
Reo plan put in place for schools 
Alongside professional development for cultural responsiveness, schools can put 
together a language plan that supports and encourages all staff throughout the school to 
attain a level of proficiency that will allow them to confidently teach and converse in te 
reo Māori within the school setting. Benton (1991, p. 18) concludes in order for the Māori 
language to extend beyond basic greetings and counting to ten, then, “far more will be 
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required from those who control the resources to enable such efforts to prosper.” This 
support would come from a Ministerial or Government level. This could be in the way 
of funding to pay for professional development and te reo Māori courses for teachers to 
further their knowledge and understanding of te reo Māori. 
 
Leadership 
Interview participants voiced they would like to see culturally responsive practice being 
modelled by their senior staff members during things such as meetings, assemblies, 
prizegiving and other school wide functions. Participant 3 explains, “like showing us the 
way. Definitely having those examples during assembly and the staff meeting would be 
really cool.” Villegas and Lucas (2002, p. 24) echo, “teachers need to believe that 
schools can be sites for social transformation even as they recognize that schools have 
typically served to maintain social inequalities.” It has been previously acknowledged 
that isolation was experienced by many in response to being heavily relied on to lead on 
all things Māori. In order for serious change to happen for Māori in mainstream 
education, everybody needs to invest. Richards et al. (2007, p. 66) conclude, “teachers 
need to participate in reforming the educational system so that it becomes inclusive. As 
the direct link between the institution and the students, teachers are in a pivotal position 
to facilitate change.” I believe this does not only apply to teachers, but all people 
associated with the inner workings of a school or centre. Principals and management 
need to work on getting their whole team on board with culturally responsive practice. 
Te Puni Kōkiri (1997) state, “it will take co-operation and participation from all 
involved-the Government, communities, schools, employers, parents, and students- to 
ensure that all our students develop to their full potential.” As is illustrated, this does not 
apply solely to teachers, as this pedagogy can be utilised throughout the school system, 
from the office administrators to members on the Board of Trustees.  
 
Conclusion 
What has become apparent in the findings of this research is there are very few resources 
that focus on aiding teachers to be culturally responsive practitioners, contrary to the 
plethora of information available relating to the practice itself. However, interviewees 
identified a number of ways in which they believe would have an immediate impact on 
the current status of cultural responsiveness in mainstream education.  
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The first was the provision of professional development in the area that incorporates: 
adequately understanding and utilising relevant documents and resources; receiving 
mentoring of effective practice, being offered continued education on the subject and 
being encouraged to include culturally responsive practice in self review. Hollings (1991, 
p. 53) believes “Government responses to the initiatives so far undertaken are enumerated 
with a view to showing the very considerable amount of work that remains to be done 
before the Māori can reclaim their cultural integrity as a people.” Teachers play an 
integral role when addressing this disparity and it is crucial that they are given all of the 
tools necessary to succeed. 
 
The second aspect addressed was forming relationships with local iwi in order to preserve 
integrity surrounding local history and knowledge. This concept of acknowledging the 
rich dialogue of local iwi and hapū, which is of course inclusive of whānau, is emphasised 
throughout all of the aforementioned documents in this thesis as integral to being an 
effective culturally responsive practitioner (Bishop, 2003; Bishop & Berryman, 2009; 
Bishop et al., 2007; Ministry of Education, 2017; New Zealand Education Council, 2011, 
2015, 2017).  
 
The final point of reference was the need for adequate support for teachers and two ideas 
were briefly extended on. The first was to implement a te reo Māori plan for schools and 
centres that focused on upskilling both teachers and the staff body alike on their language 
knowledge and fluency. This would further address the lack of confidence experienced 
by many when it came to delivering lessons that had Māori content and would also 
inevitably help with confidence surrounding pronunciation. The final recommendation 
was to have management ensure the whole staffing body is on board with culturally 
responsive pedagogy. Bishop and Glynn (2003, p. 136) determine “people with changed 
ideas can achieve little when seeking to promote positive educational outcomes for ethnic 
minorities unless they work at the individual level to change the power imbalances of 
which they have become a part.” Having an entire team on board would further enhance 
the effectiveness of implementation, as children would see the practice evident 
throughout the school, not just confined to the classroom. This would also help to 
alleviate the pressure teachers feel when being relied solely upon to embody the practice.  
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I firmly believe that alongside the research into what culturally responsive teaching for 
Māori in mainstream education looks like, it is imperative that research also be conducted 
into what will best help teachers, schools, families and communities to support this 
endeavour. Bishop and Glynn (2003, p. 149) point out, “due to the dominance of deficit 
theorising in New Zealand education, there are very few large-scale research studies that 
identify how important culture is for students’ successful participation in learning 
contexts.” Equally, there is also nothing that focuses directly on teachers and how to best 
address the issues they face in the efforts of changing this situation. This brings me back 
to an earlier point about rebirthing the professional development undertaken by Te 
Kotahitanga and as a starting point setting up PD and mentoring for teachers. Culturally 
responsive teaching is not the magic bullet that will fix the current education system 
(Gay, 2000) but it will serve to open the door to academic success for Māori and slowly 
unravel some of the damage and degradation that Māori culture has endured and 
continues to endure, from the inception of the Western education system predominant in 
Aotearoa. 
 
The following chapter will offer a summary of the main points raised within this thesis 
and propose recommendations for the future. 
  
 79 
Chapter Six: Conclusion 
 
Tihei mauri ora! 
The sneeze of life 
 
Introduction 
Culturally responsive teaching is a rich and complex system of teaching that covers many 
facets of a student’s interaction with school. Although the specific topic itself has been 
widely researched, the effective implementation and successful educational outcomes for 
Māori require continued attention. Hollings (1991, p. 58) believes “there is a prevailing 
myth that New Zealanders are one people and that Māori have an equal chance of success 
in mainstream education. The outcome for Māori who follow the mainstream system 
belies this popular notion.” There are many factors involved when assessing the absence 
of this methodology in the classroom ranging from a lack of confidence, difficulty 
sourcing opportunities to learn te reo and a lack of commitment from the school (Tito, 
2011). Various examples given of culturally responsive teaching throughout this thesis 
have demonstrated positive outcomes for Māori student success in education. This 
project focused on the mainstream primary school and early childhood sectors in 
Dunedin, with the intention of uncovering what the practice looked like inside respective 
schools and centres.  
 
This chapter firstly re-states the aims of the project. Secondly, a summary of the research 
and data that has been discussed is provided. Thirdly, the key findings will be identified 
and a summary of the limitations are disclosed. Finally, to close the thesis, this chapter 
poses some recommendations to be considered for the future. 
 
Aims and research questions 
Two key aims of the research sought: 
 
1. To gain an insight into how teachers in Dunedin mainstream education currently 
employ culturally responsive practice, and 
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2. To take teacher feedback and propose ideas that will support teachers to better 
implement this practice into their everyday teaching. 
 
The overall aim of the project looked closely at the issue of culturally responsive teaching 
through the lens of the teacher in an attempt to uncover the main barriers teachers face 
when trying to implement this pedagogy into their everyday practice. The project sought 
to uncover what cultural practices were happening in Dunedin mainstream primary 
schools and early childhood centres. Secondly, barriers that teachers face when 
implementing culturally responsive practice were identified. Finally, upon identifying 
the barriers, the study posed some possible solutions for changing future practice in an 
effort to support teachers into understanding and incorporating culturally responsive 
pedagogy. The overall goal was that teachers feel confident to implement culturally 
responsive practice in order to raise Māori students’ academic achievement and make 
their overall experience in mainstream education inclusive and enjoyable. In addition, 
thesis acts as a guide for those wishing to seek information about supporting teachers on 
this topic. Furthermore, this study remains as a catalyst for supplementary research into 
supporting teachers to integrate culturally responsive practice. 
 
Chapter summaries 
The introductory chapter of this thesis described how missionary teachings and Native 
schools had a dire impact on the way Māori were educated by taking them away from 
traditional models of learning and enforcing a Western system of knowledge acquisition 
(Simon et al., 2001). This formalised education system combined with the effects of 
colonisation ensured the degradation of Māori language and culture (Penetito, 2010). 
Culturally responsive pedagogy has the potential to address the combined sum of these 
effects on Māori student success (Ministry of Education, 2013) that continues to be 
perpetuated in a hegemonic riddled, theoretical framework we call our mainstream 
education system. There are a wide variety of elements that combine to inform culturally 
responsive practice, culturally responsive pedagogy however, is simply an intention to 
engage Māori students in a manner that best supports their learning needs culturally 
(Alton-Lee, 2003; Bishop & Berryman, 2006, 2009; Bishop & Glynn, 2003; Pere, 1982; 
Richards et al., 2007; Smith, 2002a; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). With an open 
acknowledgement from The Ministry of Education regarding the disparity the Māori 
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learners have within mainstream education in New Zealand, they have released a number 
of documents and initiatives aimed at encouraging culturally responsive practice.  
 
The Te Kotahitanga project was an initiative carried out in a number of North Island 
Secondary Schools that sought to gain Māori student voices on their experiences in 
education. Coupled with feedback from participants whānau and teachers, researchers 
identified what they believed were key principles teachers could employ in an effort to 
support Māori students. From these principles, the Te Kotahitanga Effective Teaching 
Profile (ETP) was created (Bishop & Berryman, 2009). The principles are: 
manaakitanga: caring for students as Māori; mana motuhake: caring for the performance 
of Māori students; ngā whakapiringatanga: creating a secure, well managed environment; 
wānanga: engaging in effective learning interactions with Māori students; ako: using a 
range of teaching strategies and; kotahitanga: using student progress to inform future 
teaching practices. A successful implementation of professional development 
surrounding the use of the ETP in schools saw teachers feel more confident to align their 
teaching practice with a culturally responsive teaching methodology (Bishop et al., 
2007). Identified as avenues of support for teachers in this area alongside Te Kotahitanga, 
were the documents Tātaiako and Te Whāriki. Both provide examples of how teachers 
can be implementing the many different aspects of culturally responsive teaching. Ka 
Hikitia is another document that also supports this topic area. This particular Ministry 
initiative has an ongoing focus on Māori academic success, therefore continues to inform 
current information on the subject area.  
 
Chapter two described Kaupapa Māori Theory and how the principles within have been 
connected with throughout this thesis. The Kaupapa Māori Theory principles have been 
readily identified in a number of ways as they directly reflect positive educational 
outcomes for Māori. Ako and whānau were the two themes that occurred most strongly 
throughout the project. I believe this is due to the fact that creating relationships with 
whānau and exploring different teaching/learning methods does not require an in-depth 
knowledge of culturally responsive practice. 
 
During the data analysis phase, I used a thematic method as this allowed me to find 
common themes within interviews and also to use my knowledge as both a teacher and a 
Māori student who had a negative experience within mainstream education, to look at 
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the information with another lens. Coding was utilised to further refine common ideas 
and aided in categorising themes. It was during this phase of analysis that I became aware 
of a change of scope, where I realised all of the participants were working in Dunedin. I 
also decided to add in the early childhood sector teachers, as I had intended to make 
comparisons between the primary and ECE sectors. What I discovered, however, was 
teachers were having very similar experiences surrounding implementing their practice. 
One anomaly was the ECE curriculum Te Whāriki, which allowed ECE teachers more 
freedom to follow children’s interests. Through the analysis, three main themes emerged. 
These were: current implementation of culturally responsive teaching; the challenges 
encountered when trying to implement the practice; and ideas teachers believe could 
provide them support incorporating culturally responsive pedagogy.  
 
Chapter three shared interview participant’s reflections on a number of ways in which 
they were currently implementing culturally responsive practice into their everyday 
teaching. One such concept reflected the Kaupapa Māori Theory of ako, where a variety 
of teaching approaches were employed to achieve the best learning outcome for Māori 
students. The tuakana-teina model of knowledge transmission received positive feedback 
as students felt empowered to share their knowledge on a subject. Basing learning 
opportunities on models such as the tuakana-teina concept also encouraged students to 
explore their thinking, moving toward becoming more independent learners, to which 
Bishop and Glynn (2003, p. 132) agreed stating, “education should be child- or learner-
centred, wherein students should learn to think for themselves and become independent 
learners.” This ties in with embracing a student’s prior knowledge and encouraging them 
to share it with their teacher and peers. Teachers also identified the positive effect that 
ensuring learning was practical and relevant had on student’s experience of the work, to 
which Bishop and Glynn (2003, p. 159) agreed, “there is no reason why learning 
interactions that occur in classrooms should not be as diverse, complex and problematic 
as real life itself.”  
 
Forming positive relationships with whānau was identified as fundamental to students 
achieving to the best of their ability. This is identified in the Kaupapa Māori Theory 
principle of whānau, where the onus is on all of the whānau to engage in and support 
their child’s learning. A sentiment echoed by Alton-Lee (2003, p. vii) states “school-
home partnerships that have shown the most positive impacts on student outcomes have 
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student learning as their focus.” Forming a positive relationship with a child’s wider 
whānau also proved an essential element of creating open communication pathways. 
Communication with whānau was recognised as being important, as it eased any tension 
parents may have felt about entering a schooling system and opened up a positive system 
of dialogue. It was powerful for students’ to see teachers making the extra effort to 
include whānau within their learning journey. Teachers also identified the use of pepehā 
and whakapapa to further understanding a child’s cultural identity. A report from a case 
study undertaken by Tito (2011) identified the transformation of relationships that can 
occur between student and teachers when it was felt that staff displayed a genuine interest 
in their student’s lives.  
 
The classroom environment is an area that actively promotes the opportunity to foster a 
child’s interest. This sentiment was particularly elaborated on by participants working 
within the early childhood sector. The curriculum document Te Whāriki was identified 
as the key factor due to the underlying concept of following the learning interests and 
developmental needs of a child (Ministry of Education, 2017).  
 
Chapter four reflected some of the challenges teachers encountered surrounding 
implementing culturally responding pedagogy. Participants divulged they often did not 
feel supported by their colleagues or management, which regularly left them feeling 
isolated. Resourcing was identified as another mitigating factor when it came to including 
culturally responsive practice as Māori resources were often difficult to source. There 
was an added complication that teachers did not feel they had adequate context to ensure 
they were using a Māori resource correctly, even if they did find one. Liaising with local 
iwi was acknowledged as an area that could potentially support resourcing and the correct 
use of information, particularly local iwi or hapū information. The issue experienced, 
however, is not knowing who they could speak to in order to start the relationship 
between iwi and schools/centres. Varying levels of confidence with speaking the Māori 
language was also presented as a barrier, as participants felt they had inadequate support 
surrounding the subject. A number of interviewees identified it was at times difficult 
trying to communicate with a student whose level of fluency in te reo Māori was above 
the teacher’s own. They failed to recognise this as an ‘ako’ opportunity where they could 
have let the student be the teacher and capitalised on the students’ knowledge and 
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language skills, rather than feeling incompetent or inadequate about their own lack of 
language abilities. 
 
Chapter five identified a number of areas which teachers felt would be key starting points 
to helping them implement culturally responsive practice. Professional development was 
the first area identified, with participants recognising the impact added support about the 
subject matter would have on their ability to engage more readily with the pedagogy. 
Bevan-Brown (2003) echoed that programmes and services offered must in some way 
address the cultural needs of Māori students. Within this, mentoring and self-review 
would assist in increasing teachers’ confidence, knowledge and ability surrounding 
culturally responsive practice. Participants felt that liaising with local iwi would also be 
helpful in creating authentic dialogue when using tribal stories and information to support 
and/or guide lessons. The final aspect participants felt could affect positive change in 
their practice was to have the entire school on board. This would be seen as an effort to 
commit to culturally responsive practice that is consistent and evident throughout the 
school or centre.  
 
Key findings 
The key findings of this project highlight the need for further support in the area of 
culturally responsive teaching within the primary school and early childhood sectors. As 
the data has shown, there are teachers who are imparting what they can to the best of 
their ability. The issue faced, however, is the process of implementing the pedagogy into 
everyday practice as teachers feel unsupported to further their knowledge on the subject 
area. The main ways in which culturally responsive practice is being implemented in the 
mainstream primary school and early childhood sectors in Dunedin is through 
relationships with whānau and using ako to guide teaching and learning scenarios. What 
appears to be lacking, however, is the knowledge to further develop Māori students 
culture, language and identity in order for those students to experience educational 
success as Māori. 
 
Limitations of the project 
There were changes in the scope of the project that needed to be addressed along the way 
which included: a focus on mainstream education in Dunedin; the exclusion of the 
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interview undertaken with a teacher from the Kura Kaupapa Māori, and the inclusion of 
the early childhood education sector.  
 
I experienced limitations to the study as I had initially intended to make comparisons 
between the early childhood and primary education sectors. However, during the analysis 
phase of my research I discovered the participants in each sector held very similar 
feedback, albeit with different examples. Therefore, with the exception of identifying Te 
Whāriki as being particularly advantageous to the early childhood sector when it comes 
to implementing culturally responsive practice, I did not attempt to make any further 
comparisons.  
 
During the writing phase I researched about colonisation and its effect on education for 
Māori. I felt this was an opportunity to delve further into the intergenerational impact 
this has had. Although not one of my original assumptions, I can clearly see this 
developing into a future recommendation should I continue on to PhD16. Preliminary 
ideas would include interviews with Māori whānau members of different ages. This 
would give a synopsis of the impact colonisation has had and continues to have on their 
families experiences of education intergenerationally as well as further insights into the 
impact colonisation had on Māori students experiences of mainstream education. 
 
Future recommendations 
It is my recommendation that an increased level of support be given to teachers in the 
mainstream education sector focusing on acquiring knowledge about and implementing 
culturally responsive practice. This would require active engagement from the entire 
staffing body within a school or centre, which, as the Ministry of Education (2013, p. 15) 
acknowledges, “sometimes this means challenging long-standing beliefs and 
stereotypes.” However, with knowledge comes power, and if New Zealand’s educational 
system sincerely wishes to be an advocate for change when it comes to Māori students’ 
success, then the time for action is now. I would like to see school and centre leaders and 
management recognise the validity of the solutions for change posed in chapter five and 
put them to action. This would entail schools and centres self-reviewing the current state 
                                                 
16 Doctor of Philosophy 
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of each proposed idea and see how they can work toward improving or rectifying their 
own situation.  
 
I think forward again to the implication of this particular project and what I would like 
to see happen from here. The concept of setting up and delivering professional 
development is something I am keen to explore further if I am to continue on to complete 
a PhD. My overall goal is to change the status quo in schools and centres and 
subsequently effect positive change for Māori success within the mainstream education 
system. This can only come about if the those on the front line understand what is 
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Appendix 1: Structured questions for participants 
 
1. What are your qualifications? 
2. Can you tell me about your background in education? 
3. Have you heard of the term ‘culturally responsive teaching? 
4. In your own words, what does culturally responsive teaching mean to you? 
5. In your career as a teacher, do you believe you were/are able to implement this 
particular practise into your everyday teaching? What did that look like? 
6. Is this easy to do? Why/why not? 
7. What challenges do you, or others you know of, face when trying to implement 
this into your teaching practise? 
8. In your opinion, what are some things that can be done to support teachers to 
achieve this? 
9. What do you believe the benefits of teaching in a culturally responsive manner 
are? 
10. Do you believe this is a particularly beneficial system of teaching Māori students? 




Appendix 2: Participant information sheet 
 
Reference Number: 18/054 
 3 August 2018 
 
 
Culturally responsive teaching 
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR   
PARTICIPANTS  
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project.  Please read this information sheet 
carefully before deciding whether or not to participate.  If you decide to participate we 
thank you.  If you decide not to take part there will be no disadvantage to you and we 
thank you for considering our request.   
 
What is the Aim of the Project? 
 
The aim of this project is to look into culturally responsive teaching in the classroom 
from the view point of the teacher. It is my hope I will be able to uncover some of the 
issues teachers face when trying to implement this into everyday practise. It is also the 
goal of this project to understand the implications the lack of culturally responsive 
teaching has on the learner.  
 
 
What Type of Participants are being sought? 
 
Participants are being sought through the Māori community in Dunedin by myself-Jaime-
Lee Tutbury. The selection criteria consists of adults between the age of 20-65 who have 
experience teaching in a Māori medium setting with preference given to those who have 
taught school age children. There will be four participants interviewed and their personal 
details will not be published. Reimbursement for petrol will be given if a participant has 
to travel more than 20kms to meet with me. Morning tea or lunch will be provided for 
the participant during the interview.  
 
 
What will Participants be Asked to Do? 
 
Should you agree to take part in this project, you will be asked to talk with me about your 
view of culturally responsive teaching, particularly pertaining to your own teaching 
methods and experience. I will ask some questions throughout the interview but would 
mostly like to hear your views of your experience. Interviews are scheduled to last 
30minutes to an hour, however if you wish to discuss things further and in more detail 
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that is fine. Interviews will happen at a time and place that is comfortable for you and 
suits your own time commitments.  
 
Please be aware that you may decide not to take part in the project without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
What Data or Information will be Collected and What Use will be Made of it? 
-Participants will be audio recorded so I can use it to transcribe the conversation at a later 
date. This will be held in a secure place and not listened to by anyone else other than 
myself at any time. If you are uncomfortable being recorded I will not record our 
conversation, rather I will transcribe it at the time of the interview. 
-The personal information that will be collected is your ethnicity, gender, iwi affiliations 
(if any) and teaching experience. If you do not wish to share any of the information with 
me you are welcome to decline. This information may be used in the thesis, but not if 
you don’t want it to be. Your name will not be used. 
-The information collected from you will provide me with relevant experience from 
educators and help me to more fully define culturally responsive teaching and the 
difficulties and/or successful implementation of this is teaching practise in a Māori 
medium setting. 
-Only myself (Jaime-Lee Tutbury) and my supervisor will have access to this 
information. 
-The data collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below 
will be able to gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained 
for at least 5 years in secure storage. Any personal information held on the participants 
[such as contact details, audio or video tapes, after they have been transcribed etc,] may 
be destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data derived from the 
research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
-The results of the project may be published and will be available in the University of 
Otago Library (Dunedin, New Zealand) but every attempt will be made to preserve your 
anonymity. 
 
-You will have the opportunity to withdraw any information you have provided to me at 
any time between the time of the interview and the publication date of this thesis which 
is March 2019. 
 
You are welcome to view the transcribed version of your interview at any time upon 
request 
 
This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
includes: 
-your experience in māori medium settings with the practice of culturally 
responsive teaching 
-any difficulties you experienced when trying to implement this 
-How supported you felt by your school to implement this practise 
-the impact you believe teaching in this way has on the learner 
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 The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in 
advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops.  Consequently, 
although the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee is aware of the general areas 
to be explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to review the precise 
questions to be used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant 
or uncomfortable you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular 
question(s) and also that you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
Can Participants Change their Mind and Withdraw from the Project? 
 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any 
disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free 
to contact either:- 
Jaime-Lee Tutbury and Tangiwai Rewi 
Department of Indigenous Studies   Department of Education 
University Telephone Number:-    University Telephone Number:- … 
Email Address tutja753@student.otago.ac.nz EmailAddress 
tangiwai.rewi@otago.ac.nz 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If 
you have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the 
Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or 
email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will be treated in confidence and 
investigated and you will be informed of the outcome. 
